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Overview of 
the Australian 
Living 
Standards 
Study 

Report to the Department of HUlTUln Services and Health i 

The Australian Living Standards Study (ALSS) is a major study of national 
and international significance. It is the largest study ever conducted by the 
Institute and its findings will be a significant source of information for so
cial planning for Australian families for the remainder of the decade. The 
study was commissioned by the Commonwealth Government through the 
Social Policy Division of the Department of Prime Minister and Cabinet. 
Supplementary funding was provided by the Department of Primary In
dustries and Energy to enhance the scope of the study in non-metropolitan 
areas. In addition, the Northern Australia Development Unit of the De
partment of Social Security conducted the study in co-operation with the 
Institute in two small communities in North Queensland, namely Rich
mond and Doomadgee. 

The study examines the living standards of families with children (aged 
less than 20 years) in twelve varying localities around Australia. In all, 
over 5,000 families participated. The household interviews involved elev
en separate questionnaire modules. Information was obtained from each 
parent about themselves and their children, and from children aged from 
the beginning of secondary school to 19 years. 

The study took a 'whole of life' approach to the measurement of living 
standards and includes questions on employment, economic resources, 
housing, health, transport, education and training, children's services, so
cial and political participation, family relationships, and personal well 
being. It is unique on an international scale in its focus on the measure
ment of the living standards of children, and of both economic and 
non-economic measures of well being. 

In addition to collecting data from households the study collected detailed 
information on the contribution to living standards of a range of publicly 
and privately provided services. These data were collected from service 
providers and are reported in the service provider reports. 

The aims of the study were to: 

1. 

2. 

3. 

4. 

Provide a review of local and intemationalliterature and practice 
on the measurement of living standards, identify and investigate 
non-cash measures of living standards. 
Provide information on spheres of life that have been identified as 
affecting living standards, especially health, employment, housing, 
economic resources, transport and education and training and 
information. 
Examine the importance of outcomes within each sphere of life and 
the interactions between the spheres. 
Obtain information on the availability and range of physical and 
social infrastructure and services within each area and how these 
contribute to the living standards of families. 

Aspeccts of family living standards: a study of families in two rural areas 
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Localities 

The study has been conducted in 12 localities which reflect varying socio
geographic settings in Australia. The localities are local government areas 
or combinations of adjoining local government areas. The 12 selected ar- • 
eas, consisting of 15 local government areas were: 

• 
• 

• 

• 

Inner urban: City of Melbourne (as at 1991-2) and South Sydney. 
Middle urban: Box Hill in Melbourne (as at 1991-2) and Ryde in 
Sydney. 
Outer urban: Berwick and Werribee in Melbourne and Campbell
town and Penrith in Sydney and Elizabeth/Munno/Para in South 
Australia. 
Rural and remote: Roma/Bungil in Queensland; Berri, Lox
ton/Renmark in South Australia and Tennant Creek in the North
ern Territory. 

Reports 

This report is one of nine core reports produced from the study. The core 
reports are: 

Brownlee, H. (1994) Employment Report: Spatial Aspects of Em
ployment in Australian Cities 

Burbidge, A. and LWinter, (1994) Urban Housing Report 

Kilmartin, C. (1994) Tennant Creek: Views from the families and 
service providers 

Kilrnartin, C. with V.Kolar, (1994), Rural Service Providers Report: 
Provider Perspectives on Service Provision. 

Kilmartin, C. with V.Kolar, (1994), Provider Perspectives on Service 
Provision. 

Millward, C. with G.Matches, (1994), Childrenps Services Report: 
Work related childcare for urban families with preschool 
aged children. 

Multiple authors, (1994) Aspects of Living Standards: A study of 
families in two rural areas 

The Transport Research Centre (1994), Aspects of Travel and Ac
tivity Behaviour in Australian Cities (four volumes) 

Weston, R. with V.Lazzarini, (1994) Access to Basic Medical Care in 
Nine Urban Areas 

An extended Executive Summary that provides an overview of the ALSS 
and the key findings contained in each of the reports is a~o available. 
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Staff 

The AI.5S research involved many people. The overall study was con
ceived and co-ordinated by Peter McDonald. The following people were 
primarily responsible for the collection and analysis of the household data: 
Helen Brownlee, Ruth Weston, Andrew Burbidge, Viviana Lazzarini, 
Christine Millward , Evelyn Greenblat, Ian Winter and Gregg Snider. The 
Transport Research Centre at the University of Melbourne analysed the 
data on urban transport. Helen Hayes was involved in the early stages of 
the study and Barry Smith was involved in the Northern Queensland com
ponents of the study. 

The service provider data were collected and analysed by Christine 
Kilmartin, Geoff Matches, Judith Foster, Violet Kolar, Brett Lockwood, 
Tammy Wolffs and Jackie Haddock. 

Many people were involved in other capacities. These include Eva Mills, 
Simon Gibbons, Philip Crohn, Kym Hallinan, Soula Kyprianou, Sandra 
Marsden, Janet Moull, Peter Prskalo, Sam Mackie, Barrie Craig, Rosemary 
Gower, Joan Eggers, Doris Curtis, Julie Bishop, Karen Scutts, Anthony 
sherlock, Marie Smith, Bill Teunissen, Marina di Blasio, Jackie Lovejoy, 
Geri O'Connor, Andrew Prolisko, Allyson Trainor, Gaye Weingarten and 
Pratima Francis . 
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Rural Housing 

The significance of housing for the living standards of families in rural ar
eas is such that most families with children live in houses big enough for 
their family, that are in reasonable condition and have the basic amenities. 
Rates of overcrowding were very low and close to 60 per cent of houses 
were underutilised. 

Very few houses had major structural problems although minor problems 
were frequently reported. 

Over 90 per cent of families had all the basic housing amenities. 
Outright ownership of housing was high compared with urban areas. This 
is linked to the pattern of first home purchasers living in their homes for 
longer periods and trading up less qUickly. 

Higher rates of home ownership did not necessarily mean a lower inci
dence of housing disadvantage. Since substantial proportions of owners 
had properties declining in value in real terms their living standards were 
negatively affected by having to delay retirement plans and restricting op
portunities to relocate. 

Rural areas were characterised by a high rate of employer provided 
housing. The rental of such housing was lower than for the rest of the 
private rental sector and the public sector but was also the most frequently 
overcrowded 

While the private rental levels were modest, compared to metropolitan ar
eas, they were high relative to the incomes of disadvantaged groups and 
perhaps high relative to quality. 

Public renter in rural areas had fewer major problems with structural 
housing features than either private renters or home purchasers 

While it is often asserted that a shortage of private rental accommodation 
drives some rural people into caravan accommodation the AI.5S random 
sample survey found very few families in these circumstances. 

In summary, the pictures presented by these two rural areas are neither 
idyllic country housing nor decaying ghost towns. The impact of housing 
on living standards suggests that most families have access to basic amen
ities and sound physical housing but which is perhaps worse repair than in 
urban areas. The families had some housing advantages over their urban 
counterparts in that most had more housing space, less traffic, quiet neigh
bours and large blocks. For many families, however, particularly disad
vantaged groups, rural living still poses many problems - declining real 
property values, high rents relative to income and high transport costs 
were all common. 

Aspeccts of family living standards: a study of families in two rural areas 
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Rural Health Services 

It has long been the case that rural areas have has more restricted access to 
basic services than urban people. Analysis forussed on access to basic 
medical services. 

Although the majority of families used a private doctor, rural families 
ranked among the lowest in terms of private doctor use. 

Access to bulk billing was extremely limited in the Riverland (Ber
ri/Loxton/Renmark) where virtually all families (including DSS clients) 
were charged fees. 

Unmet need was more common in the Riverland than in Roma/Bungil
particularly among DSS clients. At the time of the study there was virtu
ally no bulk billing in the Riverland - an observation that highlights the 
role of bulk billing in providing medical access to people on the basis of 
need rather than income. 

Public hospitals were widely used for after hours medical service - partic
ularly in the Riverland. Although about a third of the rural families 
described after hours access as poor this was better than the outer urban 
areas. 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

While Riverland families were the most satisfied of families from all ALSS • 
localities with the number of doctors from which to choose in the practices 
they visited they were the least satisfied in terms of 5 of 12 criteria. These 
were respectful treatment, billing arrangements, cost of service, time wait-
ing at the service, and delays getting appointments. 

Rural families appeared to have little choice in the GP to whom they had • 
access and very few used a service outside of their town. Most were able 
to get to a medical service in less than 10 minutes but they had little choice 
of service. 

Most families had been able to get medical help when they needed it. Par-
ents, particularly mothers, were the most likely to forego medical care • 
when they needed it. 

The overall pattern of visits were similar in rural and urban areas although 
females attended a little less than their urban counterparts and rural fa
thers attended less often than urban fathers. 

Rural mothers with infants visited GP's more often than comparable urban 
mothers where there was a higher use of specialist usage (obstetricians and 
gynaecologists). 

In short there were both similarities and differences between the rural ar
eas on the one hand and urban areas on the other. Of all the access related 
trends the most prominent was the lack of bulk billing in the Riverland. 
While there has been growing attention in recent years to the problems of 
health service provision to rural families, much of the attention has fo
cused on issues such as shortage of services, distance and so on, rather than 
on-the possible non-provision of bulk billing. In urban areas people can 
'shop around' to find a doctor who bulk bills for them. The limited choice 
of rural people means that they are more vulnerable in this respect. 

Aspeccts o//amily living standards: a study o//amilies in two rural areas 

• 

• 

• 

• 



• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

Report to the Department 0/ Human Services and Health xi 

Rural Child Care 

The majority of rural parents in both localities either did not need child care for pre school children or chose not to leave their children in the care of other people. 

Riverland parents had more' choice than Roma/Bungil parents where at the time of the survey there were no child care centres and less ready access to grandmothers as potential carers. 

Most rural parents who used family day care or centre based care were satisfied with the care. The weekly hours and costs were lower than in the urban localities . 

Roma/Bungil parents compensated for the lack of other child care options by keeping their children with them as they worked - something which was made possible by the agricultural nature of much of the employment. It should be noted that a new centre opened in Roma/Bungil in late 1993 after the survey was completed . 

Many mothers and children had enjoyed participating in organised playgroups and other pre-school programs and therefore had not felt too isolated by living in these rural localities. 

Comparison with the urban situation 

The rural localities differed from the urban localities in three main ways. In the rural areas 

There were fewer families where both parents worked or where the sole parent worked . 

Employed parents of pre schoolers were much more likely to have their children with them while they worked. 

Where child care was needed outside the home far more extensive use was mad of family day care programs. Relative to most urban areas the rural families made relatively little use of informal day care (e.g. relatives, friends and neighbours) . 

Rural Employment 

Overall the survey revealed a positive picture of the employment situation in the two localities. However, the ALSS was undertaken before the drought. If the localities had been surveyed later after the drought had taken hold the employment situation would be considerably less favourable than that described below. 

The employment situation of parents in both rural localities was relatively good, with employment population ratio and unemployment being at around the national average. ' 

The exception was sole mothers in Roma/Bungil where labour force activity was relatively low and blue collar males in the Riverland. 

Aspeccts o//amily living standards: a study o//amilies in two rural areas 
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In both areas farming was the main form of employment followed by service based employment. 

Self employment levels were relatively high both among farmers and non 

• 

• 
farmers. 

• 
A relatively high proportion of employed Riverland parents had more than one job. 

In both localities farmers worked longer hours than other employed parents. Apart from those on farms, mothers were more likely to work part time than full time. 

Among farming families both parents were frequently in paid employment. Of these one parent often worked off the farm and several parents held more than one job. A substantial proportion of farming parents therefore were employed in' off the farm' occupations. 
Farming families had lower incomes than non-farming families and in the Riverland were twice as likely to receive the Additional Family Payment. 
Most parents employed in non farm jobs worked locally and the majority were able to drive to work in less than 10 minutes. 
The main reason that fathers were reluctant to move for employment purposes was their attachment to the area while mothers cited the fathers job. The majority of people believed that their jobs were valuable and very few rated them as boring. Fathers rated their jobs as less safe than those of mothers and farmers, in particular, were conscious of the lack of safety of their jobs. 

Parents were positive about the effect their work had on their life and their self esteem. Mothers felt their work improved their relationships with their partner while fathers felt that their work detracted from their relationships with their children. Farmers felt that their work contributed positively to their family relationships. 

Overall, employed parents in the two rural localities were satisfied with their jobs. Parents were highly satisfied with the various aspects of their work such as they way they got to work, their capacity to cope with the job, the job itself and their relationships at work. The items on which most parents, particularly farmers, were least satisfied was the income and the fringe benefits. In general, farmers in Roma/Bungil were more satisfied with their work than were those in the Riverland. Although this provides a fairly positive view of parental employment in these two rural localities employment initiatives need to be developed especially to assist blue collar males in the Riverland and single parents in Roma/Bungil. 
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Rural Transport 

Since neither rural area had a public transport system (with the exception 
of taxis) most people drove their own cars, rode bicycles or walked. 

Most households (95 per cent) owned a car and this was considered es
sential by most people. The level of car ownership was similar to middle 
and outer urban areas. 

Rural families travelled further more often than urban families and did so 
mainly for work purposes and to see friends and relatives. 

Primary school aged children took marginally longer on average to get to 
school than did their urban counterparts while secondary school students 
took considerably less time to get school than their urban counterparts. 

Travel time for families to attend to basic shopping requirements normally 
took less than 10 minutes although in both areas travel to purchase cloth
ing for young children often took over an hour - a pattern that sharply 
distinguished the rural areas from the urban areas. 

Given that there was very little use of public transport very few people 
were able to identify public transport problems. However about one in 
five families in both areas were keen to have any public transport with 
buses and inter-town bus services being a high priority. 

The greatest concern in relation to public transport was that it was inade
quate for the needs of teenagers. 

Given the high level of car ownership and the capacity to walk within 
towns there were very low level of transport disadvantage among the fam
ilies in these two rural areas. Virtually all families living out of town 
owned a car. A small number of people in town did not own a car but the 
easy access to facilities by walking reduces the disadvantage of this relative 
to urban areas. 
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Cfiristine Xj£martin 

Introduction - The rural study areas: what they are like xv 

The rural areas included in this report cov30r Berri, Loxton 
1 and Renmark in the Riverland area of South Australia, and 
Roma and Bungil in South Western Queensland. Tennant Creek 
was also included in the Australian Living Standards Study and 
a separate report has been written on that area (Kilmartin and 
Matches, 1994). The Census data for Tennant Creek are included 
in Tables 1 to 18 as part of the study but only passing reference is 
made to that area when loeational differences are being discussed. 
A set of matching tables for the urban areas of the study is in
cluded to enable cross referencing. The term 'the Riverland', when 
used in this section, applies only to Berri, Loxton and Renmark. 

In contrast with the urban areas included in the Australian Living Stan
dards Study, where municipal populations ranged between 30 000 and 
150 000, the populations of each of the rural areas in the study did not 
exceed 8000. However, also in contrast with the urban AlSS areas, where 
municipal areas varied from between 20 and 658 sq km, the rural areas 
covered in this report ranged from 93 sq km (Roma) to 13 310 sq km (its 
surrounding shire of Bungil). The two Tennant Creek areas were actually 
the smallest (Tennant Creek town, at 24 sq km) and the largest (its sur
rounding area at 127007 sq km) but they are the subject of a separate 
report. Population densities in the study consequently varied widely, from 
4572 persons per sq km in South Sydney to .015 in Tennant Creek Balance. 
In the rural areas of this report, densities ranged from .015 per sq km 
(Bungil) to 69 per sq km (Roma). 

1 Berri, Loxton and Renmark 

Berri, Loxton and Renmark are three of the group of seven local govern
ment areas usually referred to as the Riverland. They are situated on the 
banks of a stately sweep in the Murray River, about 230 km from Adelaide 
and 150 km by road on the downstream side of Mildura (Berri Berri is 
thought to mean 'bend in the river'). That location offers the advantage of 
irrigation and it was such a dream which led the Canadian Chaffey broth
ers from their successful schemes in California to help establish irrigation 
in both Renmark and Mildura in the late nineteenth century. In the early 
days of settlement, the Murray River was prone to drying up and it was 
not until a series of locks and dams was established, including the Chow
illa Dam north east of Renmark, that a steady flow could be guaranteed. 

In order to prevent another form of drying up, Renmark established the 
first community managed hotel in the British Commonwealth around the 
turn of the century, as a precursor to a series of local, community managed 
enterprises which then return profits to the local community for use in 
communal projects. A variety of local sporting, recreational and other op
portunities have been created through these initiatives. 

German settlers who began arriving in South Australia soon after the 
opening of the colony, driven by the proposed religious reforms in Prussia, 
helped to establish the local wine industry whose value contributes so 
much to the region as it now is (see Table 1). Today, the three towns in the 
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study have over 10000 hectares under irrigation. It is not all idyllic, 
however. Salinity has been an increasing problem for the area and the 
weather can bring such devastation as a mini-cyclone which strips two 
years' growth from vines in a matter of minutes. 

• 

• 

Berri, some 30 km from Renmark, has steadily attracted a number of re- • 
gional functions, although there has been an active attempt to ensure that 
the major towns in the region share some of the resources rather than have 
them all centralised at one point. 

Because there is only one bridge across the Murray in the Berri area (de-
spite long local agitation), ravel between Loxton and Berri requires a • 
twenty minute drive and a trip across the Murray in a ferry, or a longer 
detour through Bookpurnong, following the bend of the river. Either way 
takes the traveller through grape growing country and fruit blocks and 
past the occasional small Lutheran church, established last century, until 
the road begins to pass through the stretches of dryland farming which 
make up some 2 000 sq km of Loxton. • 

Travel between Loxton and Renmark can mean a crossing of the river at 
Lyrup, a small settlement which once played a large part in the establish
ment of the area. At the time of the study, the small Lyrup primary school 
was playing out its last year before closure. 

Renmark has established itself as a tourist area and has community facili
ties such as Chaffey House and the Chaffey theatre; cinematographer Dean 
Semmler (Dances With Wolves) grew up there. The area has an active arts 
program, assisted by the South Australian Cultural Trust in its regional 
initia ti ves. 

The Office of Labour Market Adjustment declared the Riverland an OLMA 
region in 1992 and painted a picture of an area needing urgently to 
restructure: 

This region is typified by a large number of fruit/vegetable grow
ing "blocks", mainly dependent on the availability of irrigation 
water from the River Murray. Many of the "blocks" are small, 
growing limited quantities of citrus (for export, juicing or con
centrate production), grapes (for both wine production and 
drying) and flesh fruits such as peaches and apricots (for canning 
and drying). 

Whilst the Region is predominantly agricultural with most ac
tivity concentrated in Horticulture, it is estimated that of the 
almost 2500 agricultural enterprises in the region, only 19 em
ploy more than 10 people. Many of the growers are not considered 
viable in the long-term because of the small size of their blocks. An 
SA Department of Primary Industry study in 1992 indicated that 
generally off-farm income is needed to provide supplementary in
come for many of the growers. Larger land owners tend to use 
water more efficiently and they are better equipped in terms of 
machiner, labour and skills to adapt their holdings to cater for 
current market trends. 

The long term prognosis for the area includes rationalisation of 
the large number of enterprises in favour of a more competitive 
structure. It is likely that market forces will determine the pace of 
this rationalisation. Nonetheless the "lifestyle" considerations in 
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the region appeLlr to be significant with many growers determined 
to hold onto unfinancial "hobby blocks" as long as they can sup
plement any horticultural income. (OLMA 1993a:50) 

Roma and Bungil 

Roma is the largest centre between Dalby and the Queensland border 
within the southern portion of the State. Situated 500 km west of Brisbane, 
it sits in the heart of grazing lands which have returned a living to several 
generations of descendants of the early settlers. However, the country can 
also be harsh, and at the time of the study, drought had already had an 
impact on the area. Bungil, the shire which surrounds Roma "like the skirt 
of a fried egg", was drought-declared'by the Queensland government in 
late 1991 and, by late 1993, the shire was enveloped for several hundred 
kilometres in every direction by drought-declared country. This is a stark 
contrast to the availability of water from the Murray to assist the harvest in 
the Riverland irrigation areas (although the dryland areas there are also 
subject to climatic whim). The stately baobabs which line the streets of 
Roma serve as timely reminders of the adaptations which nature makes to 
survive. The Bungil Shire office is situated in Roma, and Bungil itself has 
one small population centre, Injune, which is 91 km north of Roma. 

As populations have drained from surrounding areas (including towns 
like Mitchell to the west), and services have gone with them, a focus has 
been developing upon Roma as a regional centre and some public educa
tional, health and amenity services have set up regional offices there. 
Naturally, the Town Council and other civic leaders have encouraged that 
focus. In true outback Queensland tradition (both QANTAS and RFDS 
started here), it is part of a region which offers a range of air-based services 
to people on isolated properties, such as a flying dentist and flying 
surgeon. The latter service has recently been honoured by Queensland 
University to recognise its high standard and the variety of training op
portunities which it offers to graduates. The Royal Flying Doctor Service is 
based in Longreach while School of the Air operates from Charleville. 

At the time of the study, Roma had two abattoirs and range of other in
dustries, but the town was seen to need more secondary industries and a 
focus on value-adding. A prolonged attempt to attract a wool scouring 
plant to the area had not, however, borne fruit at time of writing. It is home 
to weekly store cattle sales and other trading in primary industries which 
bring people to the town from far and wide. It is also on one of the two 
entrance roads to the Carnarvon Gorge, a tourist area of sandstone caves 
which bear testimony to at least 20000 years of Aboriginal habitation. The 
surrounding area is a major producer of oil and gas. 

At the time of the study, the town offered limited boarding facilities at the 
Catholic College for female secondary students from the surrounding ar
eas, but subsequently constructed a 16 bed hostel for students in a positive 
attempt to retain young people while offering them continuing education. 
Roma had established an experimental arrangement of schooling, with one 
school covering years 4 to 10 and the College of the South West taking 
years 11 and 12 into their programs. Despite these offerings, many young 
people leave town for further education. 

When the ALS Study was being conducted there, Roma did not have a DSS 
office, but the Council had set up the Roma and District Community Sup-
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port Centre which acted as a neighbourhood house and offered emergency 
housing, emergency cash relief, legal aid and DSS assistance plus a host of 
other functions. 

Although the region has generally been a significant agricultural producer, 

• 

• 

in 1993-94, OLMA proposed that the region be declared for assistance, • 
mainly because of the prolonged drought and increasing unemployment: 

hidden unemployment is traditionally much higher in rural areas, 
and there is greater tendency for unemployed persons to leave the 
region to seek opportunities elsewhere. There needs to be a study 
to encourage sustainable economic development, with a thrust to- • 
wards value adding in industry (OLMA 1993b:Table 2) 

In both rural areas, there was a concern with transience of the local popu
lation, particularly the service-deliverers. In Roma, 37% of the population 
was public service based, compared with a State average of 24%. 

The Census data described below confirm that picture of transience to 
some extent, but also illustrate that the rural areas are not alone in that 
concern. The service providers' report shows that, for Roma, there was a 
very high percentage of providers who had not been in the area for two 
years at the time of the study but in terms of staff tumover(growth of ser
vices might have contributed to a range of 'new' people in Roma), 
Riverland providers reported turnover rates amongst the highest in the 
study. 

3 Changes in local populations 

In most of the rural study areas, there was some growth in the Census 
night population} between 1986 and 1991; that growth, though, did not 
match the growth for Australia; in relative terms, the rural ALSS areas 
were not growing as fast as other areas of Australia (Table 2). 

Another wat to look at population change is to compare changes in an 
area's shares of Australia's population. Particularly when funding needs to 
be distributed, this approach is more relevant since the funding cake needs 
to be distributed across a variety of changing areas. Using the shares ap
proach (Table 3), between 1986 and 1991, rural ALSS area shares of 
population declined in most age groups under 45. In the Riverland, the loss 
was not as marked in Berri and Renmark as in Loxton. In Roma and Bungil, 
the population there was losing out quite significantly in relation to gen
eral growth elsewhere. 

l.There are some important differences between Census night populations and usual resident populations. The 
fonner count the number of people in the area on Census night· that is. they include any visitors but exclude any 
local residents who were away at the time. The latter use particular methods to estimate how many people usually 
live in the area. removing visitors from the count and including those temporarily away. But while the fonner also 
have a good collection of other statistics attached to them (as in Tables 2A.I to 2A.17xx), the latter stand alone. 
Census night counts have therefore been used here. 
The rural ALSS areas were slightly more likely than the urban ALSS areas to have visitors included in their 
Census night counts, but the greatest impact was in Tennant Creek, which is not included in this report. 

2.The notion of shares is useful for indicating whether areas are keeping up with changes which are occurring 
generally. For instance, if there is a general rise in population, then the same rise in a local area, measured as no 
change in the area's share of the total population at two time points, would indicate that the area was growing as 
fast as the population generally. Alternatively, where there is a decline in a particular industry, then any local 
decline can be measured against that general decline using the notion of change in shares. Where an area's shares 
do not change from one time period to another, then the local decline can be said to be mirroring the more global 
changes occurring. 
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While there has been considerable discussion about decline in rural areas, 
that discussion has most often been based around the loss of young adults. 
This analysis, however, shows that the rural ALSS areas, with the excep
tion of some gains in Berri, were losing out in their shares of all young 
people, even though the numbers in these age ranges might have been 
growing. Renmark managed to maintain its attraction for those aged 20 to 
35, perhaps because of employment and housing opportunities there. 

All areas lost shares of those aged 10 to 19, suggesting that the future of the 
areas will depend upon addressing the issue of the attraction of the areas 
for families, relative to other areas of the State or of Australia generally. 
Given that migration back to such areas is often driven by those who have 
left the area for education or work experience but who have subsequently 
returned, such a downturn among the young would suggest a reduced 
base for later return migration unless attractions can be found to bring 
newcomers into the areas. 

In contrast, there was some evidence of gain in shares among those aged 50 
or more. That gain, though, was not nearly as marked as the growth in 
shares seen in the outer and fringe urban areas included in the study. The 
idea that rural areas are 'ageing in place' may be true, but it is also true, and 
with far higher population numbers involved, in particular urban seg
ments of the population. 

4 Sex ratios 

Those areas classified under the Australian Classification of Local Gov~ 
ernments (Table 1) as urban non-metro small had gender balances in the 0-34 
age range which were not dissimilar to those found in the urban ALSS ar
eas, except for a slight trend towards more males both at younger ages and 
in the overall ratio. (The sex ratio is the number of males for every 100 
females in the relevant population.) 

Those areas classified under the Australian Classification of Local Gov
ernments as rural agricultural, though, had sex ratios which reached into 
the 130s (that is, 130 men in the same age range for every 100 women). 
Given that the Australian average was around 100 among these younger 
age ranges, these differences are quite significant and have a bearing upon 
the way the area operates in social and infrastructure terms. The only ur
ban ALSS area to come near this figure was South Sydney, an area where 
same sex partnerships, particularly between males, were more common. In 
the rural areas, the nature of available agricultural work was the major 
contributor to this observed difference (see Table 17). 

5 Characteristics of the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
populations 

Both in the Riverland and in the Roma area, Aboriginal populations were 
strong prior to white settlement and in both areas, populations were deci
mated by conflict and disease. As Table 13 shows, apart from a smattering 
of speakers of Aboriginal languages in Berri, Loxton and Roma, Tennant 
Creek and its surrounding area were the only rural ALSS areas where Ab
original languages were still (or again) spoken and Elizabeth/Munno Para 
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was the only urban area where there were language speakers. 

In the Riverland and surrounds, the Barkindji,' Latje Latje, Meru, Kureinji 
and Danggali drew from the abundant fish life and other food stocks, in a 
sedentary existence encouraged by the benevolent climate of the region 
(see Horton, 1994). But, while the River was their friend, it was also their 
enemy, since it encouraged crowding and allowed the rapid spread of 
disease. As Horton says of the Meru: 

A new name which the Meru were forced to create for themselves 
was nguyango (smallpox). It is not known if they had names for 
the other new diseases brought by the overlanders, venereal 
diseases. All were to be devastating; in 1864, a group of 200 Meru 
was seen, of which only two were children. (p. 694) 

Although the South Australian government had adopted a more concilia
tory approach to the Aboriginal population than was to be seen in Queen
sland, dispossession, slaughter and segregation onto reserves all served to 
remove most of the original inhabitants from the area. Subsequently, Ger
ard Mission was established in the 1930s in the cradle of the Murray River 
below Berri, and remains today as a living area where skills and culture are 
taught. It is, however, a settlement of only around 30 households. 

In 1991, the Aboriginal population of Berri, Loxton and Renrnark stood at 
around 250, with the largest concentration in Berri. 

In Roma and surrounds, the Mandandanji, Nguri, Gunggari, Garingbal, 
Gungabula and Yiman peoples had inhabited the area for at least 19000 
years. The advent of pastoralists brought the same fate as elsewhere for 
large numbers of Aboriginal people. Those who survived became subject 
to the Native Police and other draconian measures and many were moved 
to Taroom and later Woorabinda or possibly Cherbourg. 

Horton says of the Yiman (1994, p. 1224): 

The first station owner in the district was determined to keep the 
Yiman out ... and after the horrific massacre of almost the whole 
Fraser family in 1857, the Yiman were only observed through gun 
sights. 

The Aboriginal population of Roma and Bungil in 1991 was around 270. 
Those who remain or have returned are most likely to be of mixed descent. 

Through a combination of lower survival rates and higher birth rates, the 
Aboriginal communities in all ALSS study areas were likely to have more 
younger than older members, when compared with the non-Aboriginal 
community (Table 9). While this pattern was also observed in the out
er / fringe urban areas of the study, the age structure of the Aboriginal 
communities in the inner and middle urban areas was more likely to re
flect the general community pattern. 

Mobility within the Aboriginal communities is sometimes misrepresented 
in created images of a wandering SOciety. As mentioned above, particular
ly for the Riverland, a relatively sedentary lifestyle was in force because of 
the availability of abundant food and water. The 1991 picture, in both the 
Riverland and Roma, was one where the Aboriginal community were only 
slightly more likely to have moved into the area in the five years between 
Censuses than the general trend (Table 9). They were more likely, though, 
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to have moved around within the local area. In Tennant Creek, the Ab
original community was far less likely, on the measure used within the 
Census, to have moved within the previous five years. The Census mea
sure, though, does not capture short term moves where the person or 
family move back to the same address after some period away. Such 
moves are relatively more common among certain Aboriginal groups, par
ticularly those observing traditional customs. 

This short term mobility, together with larger family size and customary 
obligations towards family members, all combine to produce larger than 
average household sizes for all areas within the study. In both Berri and 
Loxton in 1991, just over one in ten households contained five or more 
persons, while for Aboriginal households in those areas, the figure was 
three in ten. An indicator of crowding developed for Tennant Creek sug
gested that this was a significant issue (see Kilmartin and Matches, 1994). 

At the time of the study, members of the Aboriginal community in the tow 
rural ALSS areas which are the subject of this report were active and vital 
contributors to the well being of their own and the general community; one 
was currently serving on a local council, the first Aboriginal woman to do 
so. 

6 Characteristics of the Non-English Speaking Background (NESB) 
population 

All rural ALSS areas had higher percentages of people born in Australia 
than the Australian average (Table 4). This is reflected in the fact that all 
areas also had higher percentages of third or later generation Australians, 
with Roma, Bungil and Loxton conSiderably higher than the Australian 
average. Early settlement in the areas by pastoralists has contributed to a 
pattern of generational families in the rural areas. 

As the above figures testify, people of non-English speaking background 
are, with a few notable exceptions such as those working in the mining 
industry, more likely to remain in the urban or fringe urban areas to which 
they arrive. The horticultural opportunities in south eastern South Aus
tralia have provided employment opportunities for a range of cultural 
groups, although, as Table 4 shows, most of those born overseas have been 
in Australia for more than ten years. In Berri/Loxton/Renmark, around 
nine in ten of the overseas born had been in Australia since before 1981, 
while in Roma/Bungil and Tennant Creek the figures were somewhat 
lower. The newly arrived were not going to the Riverland. 

7 Some family characteristics of residents 

(i) family households 
In terms of the percentage of all households which were family house
holds, as distinct from group or lone person households, the pattern in the 
Riverland and Roma town was similar to the Australian average: about 
three quarters of all households contained a family (including couples who 
had never had children and couples whose children had left home). In the 
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more remote areas·of Bungil and Tennant Creek Balance3
, the family was 

the more predominant household (although some forms of living associ
ated with the mining and other remote industries were not counted in this 
classification). In the outer and fringe urban areas, the family household 
was also more predominant than the Australian average and where these 
patterns are observed, the corollary is that lone person and group house
holds are less frequent (see Table 6). 

(ii) presence of one parent families 
The percentage of households containing a one parent family was slightly 
lower than the Australian average (although, in Tennant Creek, it was 
slightly higher, and the high percentage of households in Tennant Creek 
balance which contained two or more families obscures a true count of one 
parent families in the area, since families in these households were not 
separately identified for the purposes of the Census household tables). 

The percentage of children aged 0-4 and 5-14 living with one parent only 
was higher in Berri than the Australian average, and lower in the other 
rural AlSS areas in this report (Table 5). Tennant Creek, though, had the 
highest percentages of children living with one parent only of all rural 
AlSS areas. This pattern partly reflects the placement of public housing, 
and as Table 7 shows, rental from the State housing authorities is highest 
in Tennant Creek, Berri and Renmark. 

(iii) early entry into parenthood and partnering 
Early entry into parenthood can be measured by looking at the percentage 
of all 15-24 year olds who have themselves become parents, either in a one
or a two-parent family. The figures in Table 5 show that, generally speak
ing, those young people who remained in the rural ALSS areas were 
slightly more likely than average to have entered parenthood before the 
age of 25. Given the link between ongoing education and postponement of 
family decisions for young people, this is not surprising in areas where 
post-secondary opportunities are more limited than in the cities. It does, 
though, mean that some services need to focus on supporting young 
parents. 

The pattern was similar, but more marked, for those young people who 
were living with partners but without children present. In most cases, the 
percentages of young men and young women living with a partner was 
considerably higher than the Australian average. De facto partnering ar
rangements were also more common than the Australian average. The 
pattern was clearest in Berri, Roma and Tennant Creek, and more mixed in 
Loxton, Renmark and Bungil. The major exception was among the (mostly 
Aboriginal) young couples in the areas surrounding Tennant Creek, where 
de facto relationships4 were in fact very low. 

8 Housing 

In Berri, Loxton, Renmark and Roma, over eight in ten households live in 
separate houses (Table 7). In Bungil, separate housing was almost the only 
form available. The percentage living in separate houses in these areas is 
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3.As there is no legal local government responsible for the area around Tennant Creek, the ABS has designated • 
an area, with the title Tennant Creek Balance, for the purposes of presenting population data on a consistent set 
of boundaries . 

4.The word de faCIO was not defined in the Census to have a particular meaning and mayor may not be interpreted 
to cover customary relationships between partners in Aboriginal communities 
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above the national average, but so, too, was the percentage for the 
fringe/ outer urban areas of the study. The supply of semi-detached hous
ing in the Riverland was not much short of the national average, but there 
were fewer flats or apartments available there than on average. In Roma, 
flats were in greater supply, but still short of the Australian average. As a 
consequence, most of the rental properties in the rural areas were also sep
arate houses. This was also true for the fringe/ outer urban ALSS areas, but 
not true for the middle and inner areas where rental properties were much 
more likely to be flats. 

(i) rental costs 

In almost all areas of the study, rental costs of public housing were similar, 
regardless of area. Somewhere between six and eight in ten public rental 
properties had rentals of less than $78 per week, with the exception of 
Tennant Creek where overall rents were higher. 

Private rental affordability was a different matter. Table 7 shows that it 
was not such an issue for any of the rural areas of the study. Whereas, for 
Australia generally, more than eight in ten rental properties cost over $77 
per week, in the rural ALSS areas, the figure was around four or five in ten 
in the Riverland and around six in ten in Roma.In the fringe/ outer AlSS 
areas, by comparison, more than nine in ten rental properties cost over $77 
per week. At the other end of the scale, four in ten privately rented dwell
ings throughout Australia cost over $137 per week, whereas in the rural 
ALSS areas, somewhere less than one in ten cost a similar amount. Overall, 
rental housing was more affordable in the Riverland than in Roma. 

(ii) mortgage costl 

The pattern for mortgage costs (Table 7) was similar - mortgages were 
lower in the rural ALSS areas than in the urban ALSS areas, at least as far 
as those households with household incomes of less than $40001 were 
concerned. In Loxton, there were obviously some houses attracting high 
mortgages, but there was also a higher than average percentage with very 
low mortgages. This suggests greater housing affordability for those living 
there (although other costs of living in these areas, such as fuel and trans
port, food or general merchandise costs, might outweigh many of the gains 
in cost of housing). 

(iii) patterns of home ownership among families 

Home ownership among one parent families in the Riverland was consid
erably lower than the Australian average although it was slightly higher in 
Loxton than in Berri or Renmark. In Roma, patterns of home ownership 
among one parent families were similar to the average although with more 
having already paid their houses off fully, and in Bungil, higher than 
average. 

Among two parent families, again home ownership in the Riverland was 
. slightly lower than the Australian average, with the exception of Loxton 

where patterns were similar to the national figures. In Roma, two parent 
families were considerably more likely to be renting than buying and in 
Bungil, while home ownership was high, there were a nu.mber of alterna-

5.Any figures on mortgage costs must be interpreted carefully. since an area with a high proportion of its 
mortgage commencements before the mid-1970s will inevitably show up as having lower mortgage repayments 
because of changes in costs of housing and costs of loans. The mortgage repayment figures therefore do not 
necessarily reflect the cost of buying into an area today. 
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tive housing arrangements for two parent families, no doubt associated • 
with their employment in either the timber or pastoral industries. 

(iv) use of public housing by families 

Berri, Loxton and Renmark (and Tennant Creek) all had higher than aver-
age percentages of both one- and two-parent families housed in public • 
housing. In the urban areas, this was true of Campbelltown, Eliza
beth/Munno Para, Melbourne LGA and South Sydney, all areas which 
showed higher levels of organisational stress among the providers. 

(v) indicators of housing size 

Using as a measure of housing size the number of dwellings with two or 
more usual residents where there are four or more bedrooms (Table 8), 
more Roma and Bungil houses would appear to offer adequacy in terms of 
size than dwellings in the Riverland. Tennant Creek houses by comparison 
appeared, for the most part, to be fairly small. 

Almost all areas had numbers of large dwellings (with three or more bed
rooms) containing only one usual resident. In some of those cases, this 
housing stock may have been on the way to being turned over for family 
living. 

9 Indicators of education and employment 

Often, the nature of rural work has been such that further education and 
training has not been seen as offering any particular advantages. Some-

• 

• 

• 

times, rural employment offered a haven for those who did not wish to be • 
tied to a standard learning environment. This is slowly changing as towns 
become more service oriented and as farmers are required to keep up with 
current technology, current markets and best practice in land management. 
However, it is acknowledged that the data presented here do not reflect the 
high amount of less formal (and perhaps more appropriate) learning that 
goes on when people in isolated areas need to depend very heavily upon • 
their own skills and ingenuity. . 

(i) government and non-government education 

There was a high attendance at non-government schools (Catholic or other 
Christian rather than private) in both the Riverland and Roma/Bungil for • 
students in the primary years, but in Berri there were no opportunities for 
alternatives to the government education system for secondary students. 

(ii) post-secondary education 

Of the rural areas in this study, Tennant Creek town was the only one 
which had a pattern of post-secondary education similar to the Australian 
average. For the remainder of the rural ALSS areas, skilled vocational or 
higher education qualifications were less frequent than in Australia 
generally. 

The ratio of T AFE to university students was developed for the urban ar
eas of this study and has less relevance in the rural areas where any 
university students would be either distance education students or stu
dents home on holidays or visiting the area. Their inclusion only serves to 
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highlight the relative absence of a university presence in these areas. 

(iii) unemployment and underemployment6 

The unemployment patterns over a decade for all ALSS areas are con
tained in Table 18. Loxton in recent years has had slightly lower than 
average employment, while Berri and Renmark have had higher levels of 
unemployment. Roma and Bungil had a healthy employment picture over 
almost the whole period, although during 1993 Roma's unemployment 
rate had risen to not far behind the national level. 

Student interest in obtaining work in 1991 was as high as elsewhere in 
Australia, as reflected by their labour force participation rates (Table 10). 
However, unemployment in the Riverland, particularly in Renmark, was 
quite high among students. There appeared to be little or no unemploy
ment among Roma students in 1991. 

Underemployment among families with a pre-schooler was very high 
among one parent families in Loxton, and two parent families with a pre
schooler in Berri and Renmark also appeared to be having trouble finding 
sufficient full time work. In Roma, although the underemployment figures 
for families with pre-schoolers were still high by some measures, they 
were below the national average. 

Overall, the jobs picture in Roma appeared healthy, while that in the Riv
erland was not so rosy. 

(iv) industry and industry sector of employed persons 

Agriculture was a significant employment source for people in the River
land, with more than one in four people in Loxton so employed. In 
Renmark, agricultural employment and wholesale and retail employment 
each contributed over one fifth of available jobs (Table 17). In Berri, whole
sale and retail, manufacturing, community services and agriculture each 
employed around one in seven workers. In the Riverland, there was a large 
group who did not provide enough information about their work to clas
sify them according to industry, but it is not clear whether this is because 
of a lack of sufficient English (Table 4 would suggest that this is not a major 
reason) or because they did not think that the nature of the work which 
they did could be defined within the Census questions asked. 

Agriculture was also the main source of employment for people in Bungil, 
with more than one in every two jobs being in that sector. Bungil had small 
wholesale and retail and community service sectors, being a farming com
munity served only by the small town of Injune. 

Roma, as a regional centre, had strong wholesale and retail and commu
nity service sectors (although the town is not nearly as dependent upon its 
community service sector as Tennant Creek is). Despite the lack of direct 
employment in agriculture, the wholesale and retail sectors depend vitally 
upon the farm sector for their livelihood. 

(v) hours worked 

The nature of agricultural work is reflected in the percentage of men and 

6.The tenn 'underemployment' is applied here to families where no parent is worldng full time, although no 
measure of their desire for full time work was applied within the Census 
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women working 50 hours a week or more in Bungil and to a lesser effect in 
Loxton (Table 10). In all of the rural AlSS areas, women were more likely 
to work 50 hours or more than the Australian average, somewhat dispel
ling the notion of a slow life in the country. 

(vi) self employment 

Self employment among both men and women was also higher in the areas 
with higher agricultural employment (Table 10). In Roma and Tennant 
Creek, self employment was below the Australian average for both men 
and women. 

(vii) changel over time in occupations of local workers 

In the Riverland, growth in the numbers of men employed kept pace with 
the general growth across Australia (Table 2.11). However, that growth 
was higher in blue collar occupations (plant and machine operators, la
bourers etc.) than in clerical, professional or managerial positions. The 
pattern for women was similar, except that white collar jobs lost even more 
ground in relation to the general growth across Australia. This gives the 
impression of a narrow range of employment opportunities within the re
gion and adds weight to what the providers in the study said (See Table 
8.4.5xx) about the lack of jobs for professional, para-professional, manage
rial or skilled positions. They were also asked about unskilled jobs, but did 
not rank the absence of these among the top thirty items which they said 
were missing from their area. 

In Roma, although unemployment had remained relatively low through
out the period, there was a fallaway in jobs relative to the rest of Australia, 
as well as a drop in it share of population aged 15+, in the five years 1986-
91. There was greater than average growth for men in management and 
administration and in sales and personal service workers, and for women 
in professional and clerical employment, but otherwise, their pattern was 
similar to that in the Riverland - a growth in blue collar rather than white 
collar employment, relative to patterns throughout Australia generally. 

In contrast, Table 11 shows the relatively greater growth of white collar 
employment on the urban fringe (although not in Werribee). 

This means that, for those who leave the rural areas for further education, 
there are very limited opportunities to return to appropriate employment. 
The observed decline in white collar jobs may in fact be part of a self
feeding spiral for small rural areas. 

10 Religious and cultural affiliation 

The pattern of religious affiliation reflects other cultural background fac
tors iI'! the local areas. For instance, in the Riverland there is a high 
percentage who nominate the Lutheran faith, reflecting the background of 
the early settlers. to the region, as mentioned previously in this chapter. The 
area is dotted with small churches of sandstone and other construction to 
reinforce that image. In Loxton, one quarter of all residents gave their reli-

7.1n this table. change is measured relative to growth or decline for Australia as a whole. Hence, there may be 
growth of a particular phenomenon within a local area, but if that growth is not as strong as for Australia general
ly. that growth will be recorded as negative change, since the local area is, in effect, not keeping up with Australia. 
The same argument is applied to any decline observed. 
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gion as Lutheran, ten times the Australian average. Despite that, there was 
a strong group who had no religion. In Renmark, the percentage who 
spoke a language other than English at home reflected the Australian av
erage of 17 per cent. In Loxton, the figure was considerably lower at 9 per 
cent. In Berri, Loxton and Renmark, birthplace groups from Europe were 
strongly represented, and in Renmark there were also groups from the 
Middle East and Asia. As Table 13 shows, the Riverland had significant 
groups of Greek speakers as well as speakers of Italian, Turkish, Vietnam
ese, Yugoslav (so defined), Croatian, German and a variety of other 
languages. 

By contrast, in Roma and Bungil, only around 3 per cent spoke a language 
other than English at home, compared with over 35 per cent in the inner 
ALSS areas. Also in Roma, those who said they had no religion were far 
less numerous than the Australian average, while those who gave their 
religion as Anglican were very strongly represented. Combined with the 
information on third or later generation local residents, this gives a picture 
of an area which is relatively untouched by the recent waves of multicul
tural growth which have transformed the urban areas. 

11 methods used for getting to work 

Car usage for getting to work was similar for workers in the rural ALSS 
areas to their urban working colleagues. Around two in three work related 
journeys were taken by car in both, with a slight trend towards more car 
usage in the outer areas of Melbourne and Adelaide than Sydney. In con
trast, in all study areas, walking was a far more likely way to get to work 
when work was close by, such as in the rural areas and the inner urban 
areas and was more popular than bicycling in all areas. In almost all areas, 
women were more likely to walk than were men. Since public transport 
was virtually non-existent in the rural areas, its patronage was almost zero. 
But where it was operating, women were somewhat more likely to use it 
than men were. In the Riverland, the ferry used to cross the Murray be
tween Loxton and Berri or Loxton and Renmark at Lyrup was referred to 
as public transport. A bus service had also made an attempt to operate at 
around the time of the study, but shut down again soon afterwards for lack 
of patronage. 

Both rural areas were served by train and bus for intrastate journeys, and 
on occasion such journeys might have been taken for work purposes. 

Working at home was more common in the rural areas, mostly because 
many people lived on the fruit blocks, farms or pastoral holdings which 
they also worked. 

12 Households with no car 

Despite the relative ease of getting around in the rural study areas, absence 
of a car still made shopping, child care, visits to doctors etc. a difficult 
exercise. Berri and Roma both had a higher than average percentage of one 
parent families without a vehicle. There were few two parent families 
without access to at least one vehicle, although in Roma there were obvi
ouslya small group of needy parents in this category. (In Tennant Creek, 
few families in the Aboriginal community had access to private vehicles, 
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and although Wakkapikari - the local supermarket set up to serve the Ab
original community - ran a bus, there was high usage of taxis for shopping 
etc.) 

13 Indicators of parental incomes 

Using one particular family type to look at incomes9
, all rural AlSS areas 

had higher percentages of one parent families with low income. By com
parison with the middle urban AlSS areas, where fewer than six in ten one 
parent families had incomes of less than $20001, in the Riverland, more 
than eight in ten one parent families had incomes below that value. 

For two parent families, though, there was a different pattern. In the Riv
erland, again there was a higher proportion of lower income two parent 
families, but the differences between the area and the national average 
were not as great as with one parent families. In Roma and Bungil, two 
parent families were likely to be a little better off than average. 

14 Indicators of sodo-economic status 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

The Australian Bureau of Statistics has used 1991 Census data to produce • 
five indices of socio-economic status of small areas. Note that this is a mea-
sure derived from the characteristics of a group of people who live within 
a geographic boundary, and therefore should be interpreted as an areally 
based index - that is, indicating where a particular area fits compared with 
all other areas of Australia. 

These five indices have been presented in such a way that their comparison 
with other areas can be seen. Also, as Census Collection Districts (COs) 
have been used as the basis of comparison, the tables allow the reader to 
see the percentage of the population which lives within areas having low or 
high values. Census Collection Districts usually contain about two hun-

• 

dred households and their small size allows a reasonably accurate • 
representation of population differences across sub-areas of a municipality. 

A brief discussion of the meaning of each index will guide the reader 
through this new territory. 

Index of Sodo-Economic Disadvantage • 
This index (Table a) "focuses on attributes such as low income, low educa-
tional attainment and high unemployment". Areas with low percentages in 
these categories will score low on the Index. 

Of the five rural areas in the table, Berri and Renmark have the largest 
percentages of their populations within the lower quantiles10 and, there- • 
fore, worse off economically. Of all the ALSS study areas, only Eliza
beth/Munno Para, Melbourne LGA and South Sydney have percentages 
which are similar to, or higher than, the percentages in the lowest socio-

8.Note that the families referred to here are confined to those containing two or more dependent children 

9.Because incomes change over the life cycle of a family. controlling for family type brings some degree of 
stability to the life cycle impacts upon income and allows for a little better comparison of like with like 

10.A quantile is a value at or below which a given fraction of the data must lie. The quantiles used for SEIFA are 
10%,25%,50%.75% and 90% 
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economic groups in Berri and Renmark. 

In Roma, there are also a considerable proportion at the lower socio
economic end, but there is also a considerable proportion at the higher end. 
In Bungil, there are two distinct groups, one at the lower end and one at the 
higher. The Urban Index below will give a better indication, suggesting 
that the more impoverished are to be found mainly in Injune. 

In Loxton, the picture is one of middle-to-upper socio-economic group
ings, with very few at the lowest end of the Index. 

Urban Index of Relative Socio-Economic Advantage 
This index (Table b) used variables like high income, tertiary education, 
and skilled occupations to measure relative socio-economic well being. It 
focusses on those areas within each municipality classified as urban, just as 
the rural index focusses on the rural components of the same 
munici palities. 

This index shows that for Berri, Loxton and Renmark, there are distinct 
groups of not-so-well-off with quite-well-off in the urban areas. The three 
areas contain high percentages of the population in the lowest quantile, 
and only Elizabeth/Munno Para has a figure of this magnitude amongst 
the lowest socio-economic group of the population. This suggests a signif
icant component of the urban population in these three areas which is not 
well off on the variables listed above, when compared with all other CDs 
in Australia. 

In Roma, again there is less of a division and more of a continuous grada
tion between levels of the index. In Bungil, however, the whole of the 

. urban area falls into the lowest quintile. As mentioned above, this refers to 
the small town of Injune. 

Rural Index of Relative Socio-Economic Advantage 
This index (Table C), using the same variables as listed for the urban index 
but applied to the CDs classified as rural, shows that all areas in the study 
have significant proportions of their rural populations in the lowest socio
economic grouping, although in Bungil the tendency is more toward the 
middle of the socio-economic range. Most areas within Roma classified as 
rural are also at the lowest end of the Index, although there is a small 
group, perhaps the hobby farmers of the area, who sit within the top range 
of the quantile. Berwick, Campbe11town and Munno Para, though, all had 
higher percentages within this top quantile of the rural index (for example, 
71 per cent in Berwick, 41 per cent in Campbelltown and 16 per cent in 
Munno Para, compared with 9 per cent in Roma). 

In Berri and Renmark, there are also significant percentages of the rural 
population which sit at the more well-to-do end of the Index. 

Overall, comparing the patterns for the urban and rural indices of socio
economic advantage, it would appear that higher percentages of the urban 
population in each of the areas except Bungil are at the lowest end of the 
scale on this Index - that is, although there are impoverished groups in 
both urban and rural settings, compared with the rest of Australia, the 
percentage among the urban residents is higher than that among the rural 
residents. 

Index of Economic Resources 
This index (Table d) relates to families, and reflects the income and expen-

Aspeccts offamily living standards: a study offamities in two rural areas 



Introduction - The rural study areas: what they are like xxx 

diture of families using information such as family income, rent, home 
ownership, dwelling size and number of cars. On this index, all of the rural 
areas show up as worse off than all of the urban ALSS areas with the ex-

. ception of Elizabeth/Munno Para. The picture in Renmark is of the most 
impoverished residents of all areas in the study according to the charac
teristics being measured on this Index. 

Index of Education and Occupation 
This variable is designed to reflect the educational and occupational struc
ture of communities and covers level of qualification or whether further 
education was being undertaken at the time of the Census, and occupation 
classified into levels. Income is not counted in this index. 

Again, the rural ALSS areas show up as being the most disadvantaged ac
cording to this index, along with Elizabeth/Munno Para. 

In conclusion, the Indices developed by the Australian Bureau of Statistics 
show that, with some minor exceptions, the rural ALSS areas are more 

• 

• 

• 

• 

disadvantaged than the urban ALSS areas with the exception of Eliza- • 
beth/Munno Para. 

It is worth noting that, on any of the indices, it ought to be expected that 
half of all percentages would fall into the categories in the lower half of the 
range, since that is the way the indices have been constructed. But that 
does not occur in the areas included for the ALSS household surveys. This • 
suggests that, with some exceptions, the urban areas in the ALSS study are 
relatively well off, compared with the rest of Australia. 

Aspeccts of family living standards: a study of families in two rural areas 
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Table 1 Size of area, population, londuse and other characteristics, ALSS rural and remote areas, 1991-93 (1 of 2) 

RIVERLAND ROMA TENNANT CREEK 

BERRI LOXTON RENMARK ROMA BUNGIL TOWN BALANCE 

urbanised area (sq km) 4 11 9 10 0 24 0 
rural area (sq km) 123 2835 169 83 13310 0 127 007 

total area of IgO (sq km) 127 2845 178 93 13310 24 127 007 

pop. density (persons/sq km, 1991) 52 2 42 69 0.15 145 0.015 

total Irrigated area (Ha) 2053 5403 3 268 na na na na 

mean area of agricultural establishments (Ha) 13 635 17 na 3560 na 499 110 

area of fertiliser usage (Ha) 1 489 70373 2 345 83 13309 0 0 

No. of cattle and calves 10 3 981 514 na 206 667 na 80278 
No. of sheep and lambs na 5 108 48 na 200 149 na na 
No. of pigs 49 10856 no no 943 no na 
No. of beehives 50 2200 15 na no no na 
No. of trees - apples 164 25 156 4066 na na na na 
No. of trees - peaches 18996 9026 69039 na na na na 
No. of trees - apricots 69482 56800 118511 na na na na 
No of trees, total citrus 153 024 561 215 349088 na 144 na na 

value carrots ($'000) 50 2200 15 na na no na 
value onions ($'000) 61 2387 no na na na na 
volue potatoes ($'000) no 5 108 48 na na na na 
value tomatoes ($'000) 114 80 22 na na na na 
value grapes for wine ($'000) 9021 14 112 6473 na na no na 

Source: Australian Bureau of statistics. Integrated Regional Data Base. 
AlSSAteaStudy 
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Table 1 Size of area, population, landuse and other characteristics, ALSS rural and remote areas, 1991-93 (2 of 2) 

RIVERLAND ROMA TENNANT CREEK 

BERRI LOXTON RENMARK ROMA BUNGll TOWN BALANCE 

ACLG dasslfication urban rural urban urban rural urban not 
non- agrlc- non- non- agrlc- non- class-

metro cultural metro metro cultural metro lfied 
small large small small medium small (not 

an LGA) 

No. of locations -
agricultural/forestry /fishlng/huntlng 341 534 500 21 504 5 12 
mining na 2 1 14 2 12 na 
manufacturing 23 19 18 16 4 4 na 
electricity, gas, water 1 3 2 5 na 2 na 
construction .. 20 14 32 47 4 22 2 
wholesale/retail 124 94 85 119 8 48 4 
transport & storage 20 19 20 26 7 22 na 
communication 3 2 2 5 1 3 na 
finance, property & business services 43 22 28 48 1 21 1 
public administration & defence 14 5 7 11 1 15 1 
community services 54 33 37 63 15 37 11 
recreation, personal & other services 38 24 44 53 6 26 1 

total no. of locations 681 771 776 429 553 217 32 

Source: Department of Housing and Regional Development. 1994. Austranan Classlflcatlon of Local Govemments. 
Australian Bureau of statistics. Integrated Regional Data Base (lReS). 

ALSSAreaStudy 



Table 2 Census night population and population change, ALSS rural and remote areas, 1986 and 1991 

RIVERLAND ROMA TENNANT CREEK 

BERRI LOXTON RENMARK ROMA BUNGll TOWN BALANCE AUSTRALIA 
(%) (%) (%) (%) (%) (%) (%) (%) 

census' night population 
1986 6351 6830 7 213 6462 2 127 3503 1 736 15 602 156 
1991 6676 6920 7 561 6212 2 043 3 479 1 918 16 850 540 

% change. 1986-1991 +5.1 +1.3 +4.8 +4.8 -3.1 -0.7 +10.5 +8.0 

% younger than 15 
1986 25.0 25.4 24.4 26.2 26.5 26.8 32.2 23.3 
1991 23.6 23.4 22.9 26.1 28.0 26.1 33.2 22.4 

% change. 1986-1991 -5.6 -7.9 -6.1 -0.4 +5.7 -2.6 +3.1 -3.9 

% aged 60 or more 
1986 13.6 15.9 lS.7 11.3 10.2 9.9 5.7 15.1 
1991 lS.3 17.8 18.3 13.0 11.2 11.1 8.2 15.6 

% change. 1986-1991 +9.6 +11.9 +16.6 + 15.0 +9.8 + 12. 1 +43.9 +3.3 

% of census night count who usually lived at the place at which they were counted 
1986 9S.S 96.0 9S.3 93.3 89.8 81.9 92.4 94.9 
1991 9S.2 93.9 93.3 93.0 94.2 83.2 88.1 95.1 

% of persons whose 1991 family status was not established because they were: 
visitors 3.2 5.1 3.S 4.5 5.2 9.8 11.8 3.4 
living in non-private dws. 2.3 2.4 3.8 4.4 1.2 9.1 3.4 3.5 
living in non-classifiable dws. 0.6 0.6 O.S - 0.4 0.6 3.S 2.4 1.4 

Source: Australian Bureau of statistics. Census of Population and Housing. 1986 and 1991. Tables BOl. 902, 904. BOS, B33,COl. CO2, C03, C07. alss aeo study 

• • • • • • • • • • • • 



• • • • • • • • • • • • 

Table 3 ChangeS@ in (Census night) population by agegroup, ALSS rural and remote areas, 1986-1991 

RIVERLAND ROMA TENNANT CREEK 

BERRI LOXTON RENMARK ROMA BUNGll TOWN BALANCE AUSTRALIA 
(%) (%) (%) (%) (%) (%) (%) (%) 

o - 4 +5 -11 -6 -8 -6 +11 -6 n.o. 
5 - 9 +2 -12 -4 0 +27 0 +19 n.o. 

10 - 14 -15 -4 -4 -13 -27 -10 +23 n.o. 
15 - 19 -2 -14 -19 -34 -40 0 -18 n.o. 
20 - 24 -15 -16 +3 -23 -43 -12 -23 n.o. 
25 - 34 -5 -5 +3 -2 +8 -17 no n.o. 
35 - 44 +3 -7 0 -5 -14 -5 no n.o. 
45 - 54 -10 +8 -8 -11 -19 -14 no n.o. 
55 - 64 +21 -7 +10 +3 0 -10 +17 n.o. 
65 - 74 -3 +4 +6 0 0 +6 +50 n.o. 
75 - 84 -3 +11 +18 -15 0 -11 • n.o. 
85+ +7 -4 +23 +3 -33 • n.o. 
Totol -2 -7 -2 -10 -14 -5 0 n.o. 

sex ratio (males per 100 females) 
oged o - 14 106.0 114.5 109.8 102.0 113.2 98.3 126.7 lOS.5 
oged 15 - 24 102.3 132.4 99.4 91.5 135.8 94.0 106.6 102.8 
oged 25 - 34 100.2 101.6 103.5 101.2 111.4 110.1 131.0 98.8 
totol 104.1 106.7 102.8 100.0 115.4 104.9 116.9 98.5 

Note: Data In this table cover those In both private and non-private dwellings 
@ changes measured as changes In the area's share of Australia's population for each age group 
Source: Australian 8ureau of Statistics. Census of Population and Housing, 1991. Tables 80s, CO? 
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Table 4 Some characteristics of population: Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander populations, population from non-English speaking 
background and population mobile, ALSS rural and remote areas, 1986 and 1991 (1 of 2) 

RIVERLAND ROMA 

BERRI LOXTON RENMARK ROMA BUNGIL 
(%) (%) (%) (%) (%) 

% identifying as Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander and % not indicating whether they are or are not 
1986 
(%) identifying as Aboriginal/ 

Torres Strait Islander 2.3 0.6 1.1 3.4 1.0 
(%) not indicating at all 1.1 1.6 0.8 2.3 1.0 

1991 
(%) identifying as Aboriginal/ 

Torres Strait Islander 
(%) not indicating at all 

2.3 
2.4 

0.9 
3.1 

of total population, % of Non-English Speaking Background (NESB) 

0.7 
2.3 

1986 9.4 5.2 10.8 
1991 9.4 6.3 11.5 

% change, 1986-1991 o +21.2 +6.5 

4.2 
2.4 

1.7 
2.7 

+58.8 

of persons aged 5 or more born overseas, % who do not speak English well or at all 
1991 1.4 1.4 3.7 0.2 

of persons bom overseas, % who have been in Australia for 10+ years 
1991 91.0 86.1 86.0 75.9 

1.1 
2.6 

1.7 

59.3 

TENNANT CREEK 

TOWN BALANCE 
(%) (%) 

19.7 
3.9 

26.6 
5.1 

7.1 
11.6 

59.9 
4.0 

68.0 
2.3 

9.1 
5.5 

+63.4 -39.6 

0.6 o 

66.9 62.2 

Source: Australian Bureau of Statfstlcs. Census of Population and Housing, 1986 and 1991. Tables 904. BOO, Bll. B12. C03. Cll. C16. 
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AUSTRALIA 
(%) 

1.5 
1.7 

1.6 
3.2 

11.6 
15.2 

+31.0 

2.6 

68.7 

.... /cont. 
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Table 4 Some characteristics of population: Aboriginal population, population from non-English speaking background and mobile 
population, ALSS rural and remote areas, 1986 and 1991 (2 of 2) 

% bom in Australia 
1991 

RIVERLAND 

BERRI LOXTON RENMARK 
(%) (%) (%) 

85.5 90.1 84.1 

ROMA 

ROMA BUNGIL 
(%) (%) 

93.9 96.2 

% third or later generation (persons bom in Australia with both parents bom in Australia) 
1991 66.7 78.0 65.0 83.3 86.9 

% bom in Australia, both parents bom in NESB country 
1991 4.9 2.8 6.3 0.5 0.4 

of all those counted at home on Census night, % who were at the same address 5 years previously 

TENNANT CREEK 

TOWN BALANCE 
(%) (%) 

79.9 91.3 

66.4 86.7 

1.7 0.7 

1986 49.0 54.9 SO.8 37.2 48.0 29.9 48.8 
71.1 1991 56.3 60.8 59.2 45.7 57.9 43.2 

% change, 1986-1991 +14.9 +10.7 + 16.5 +22.8 +20.6 +44.5 +45.7 

of all those counted at home on Census night, % who had moved in last five years, but within same municipality 
1991 16.0 16.6 15.7 18.6 7.0 12.3 2.6 

of all those counted at home on Census night, % who were overseas five years previously 
1991 0.8 0.4 0.9 0.7 0.2 3.1 1.2 

Source: Australian Bureau of Statistics. Census of Population and Housing. 1986 and 1991. Table BOO. BOO. Bl0. CO2. 

AUSTRALIA 
(%) 

75.5 

55.9 

5.1 

51.2 
54.8 

+7.0 

11.0 

4.2 

alssaeostudy 
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Table 5 Some family characteristics of children and young people, ALSS rural and remote areas, 1991 

RIVERLAND ROMA TENNANT CREEK 

BERRI LOXTON RENMARK ROMA BUNGIL TOWN BALANCE AUSTRALIA 
(%) (%) (%) (%) (%) (%) (%) (%) 

of all 0-4 year olds in area, % who were living with one parent only 
14.7 9.2 10.5 10.9 7.4 16.2 18.6 11.3 

of all 5-14 year olds in area, % who were living with one parent only 
16.0 12.1 13.4 10.4 10.1 20.0 18.9 14.9 

of all 15-24 year olds in area, % who were themselves parents in a one parent family 
2.1 1.8 2.0 3.6 0.0 4.7 3.2 1.8 

of all 15-24 year olds in area, % who were themselves parents in a two parent family 
7.3 5.6 11.2 10.6 8.7 10.7 17.2 5.3 

of all 15-24 year olds in area, % who are living with a partner 
males 10.8 8.5 16.9 16.4 16.4 16.7 15.6 8.4 
females 23.2 21.2 30.5 29.5 39.8 27.4 36.9 17.1 

of all 15-24 year olds living with a partner, % who are in a de facto relationship 
males 63.0 77.3 43.7 75.3 42.9 53.3 9.7 47.9 
females 46.5 36.5 35.8 52.0 41.5 48.1 9.2 38.4 

Source: Australian Bureau of Statistics. Census of Population and Housing. 1991. Tables B07. 833. 
clss aeosludy 
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Table 6 Family households, other households and dwelling types, ALSS rural and remote areas, 1991 

RIVERLAND ROMA TENNANT CREEK 

BERRI LOXTON RENMARK ROMA BUNGIL TOWN BALANCE AUSTRALIA 
("10) ("10) ("10) (%) (%) ("/0) (%) (%) 

total households (N) 1 773 1 842 2 015 1 574 569 647 284 5 586 321 

total family households 75.0 78.2 78.7 75.1 81.1 72.9 93.6 75.7 
one family households 

one parent 8.6 6.8 8.4 8.6 3.8 9.7 10.3 9.4 
two parent 40.5 42.3 40.7 41.5 47.2 39.8 46.3 40.6 
couples, no offspring 
In household 26.3 27.5 27.4 21.9 27.4 18.1 13.3 23.5 

other families 0.3 0.9 0.6 1.3 1.3 0.7 1.0 1.4 

2+ family households 0.4 0.3 0.8 0.6 0.0 2.7 21.0 0.7 
group households 3.1 2.5 1.5 6.0 3.2 6.6 2.0 4.5 
lone person households 24.0 19.7 20.6 20.2 17.3 22.5 6.0 19.8 

types of dwellings 
separate house 80.3 89.5 83.4 83.8 95.1 56.9 37.8 76.6 
seml-det. 1 storey 7.7 4.4 4.5 2.0 0.3 6.0 1.5 5.9 
seml-det. 2+ storeys 0.0 0.0 0.5 0.1 0.0 0.7 1.3 2.0 
flat. 1-3 storeys 6.5 2.3 6.4 8.1 0.6 14.6 0.0 9.4 
flat. 4+ storeys 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 1.9# 0.0 2.3 
other, Incl Improvised 5.5 3.8 5.2 6.0 4.0 19.9## 59.4- 2.9 

% of families and households living In separate house 
one parent@ 75.3 87.1 77.8 83.8 100.0 67.4 21.4 76.3 
two parent@ 94.1 97.0 93.8 94.4 100.0 83.8 45.7 92.2 
couples, no chn. In household 86.4 90.7 89.0 90.4 92.3 69.9 54.3 81.0 
group households 63.0 84.5 68.6 62.5 85.0 65.0 no 55.4 
lone person households 60.0 75.2 66.6 70.4 86.2 30.7 11.1 54.9 

@ In one tamUy households only 
# there are no flats ot 4+ storeys In Tennant Creek; there are blocks ot 4+ ftats. however. which may have been the Intent ot the answers given 
## two thirds In caravans. one quarter In Improvised homes or campers out . two thirds In Improvised homes or campers out. one third In caravans 

Source: Australian Bureau ot Statistics. Census ot Population and Housing. 1991. Tables B42. B44. 645. 
clsue=udy 



Table 7 Some indicators of mortgage and rental paHerns and costs, ALSS rural and remote areas, 1991 (1 of 2) 

RIVERLAND ROMA TENNANT CREEK 

BERRI LOXTON RENMARK ROMA BUNGll TOWN BALANCE AUSTRALIA 
(%) (%) (%) (%) (%) (%) (%) (%) 

of all rented dwellings in municipality, % which are: 
separate houses 63.3 73.4 62.6 68.6 88.7 55.3 35.0 50.9 
semi detached 17.2 13.5 13.3 5.1 0.0 9.8 • 15.8 
flat I apartment 16.4 9.6 18.8 20.6 18.6 29.9 
caravan etc. in caravan park 1.6 1.3 4.2 5.2 5.3 8.1 1.7 
other 1.5 2.2 1.1 0.5 10.9 52.0 1.7 

of all dwellings in municipality, % which are rented from 
housing authority 15.2 8.0 12.2 4.6 0.4 30.4 0.0 5.6 
other govt agency 3.6 2.7 2.1 5.5 2.6 3.3 2.9 1.2 
private landlord 16.6 13.6 16.5 25.6 11.5 28.3 25.1 18.9 

rented occupied private dwellings: % where rent < $78 per week, rented from 
housing authority 69.4 75.1 68.5 80.2 100.0 29.4 0.0 71.0 
other govt agency 44.2 45.6 60.3 83.3 100.0 50.0 100.0 54.0 
private landlord 49.0 64.7 60.5 38.3 72.4 50.0 87.6 17.6 

rented occupied private dwellings: % where rent >$137 per week, rented from 
private landlord 3.1 3.7 2.5 4.8 10.3 6.8 3.1 42.2 

% of one parent families who: 
own their dwelling 16.9 25.5 25.2 38.9 42.4 6.8 30.4 
are purchasing 11.2 16.1 12.8 10.9 27.3 10.2 • 21.7 
are renting 71.9 54.7 60.6 45.1 30.3 79.5 43.9 

% of two parent families who: 
own their dwelling 31.0 40.3 34.8 29.4 60.7 11.0 • 36.8 
are purchasing 38.5 38.5 37.5 33.3 16.8 18.0 5.3 41.1 
are renting 27.5 17.1 23.7 32.1 10.0 66.6 28.8** 18.3 

.... /eont . 
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Table 7 Some indicators of mortgage and rental pattems and costs, ALSS rural and remote areas, 1991 (2 of 2) 

RIVERlAND ROMA 

BERRI LOXTON RENMARK ROMA BUNGIL 
(%) (%) (%) (%) (%) 

of all households with household income of <$40 001, % paying monthly mortgage of: 
0-300 29.2 35.8 36.8 19.6 23.3 

301 - 550 44.8 35.3 39.0 41.8 34.9 
551 - 775 14.1 12.3 13.1 23.9 20.9 
776 - 1000 6.5 3.1 3.6 6.5 4 

1001+ 2.2 9.7 5.8 3.3 4 

% of all households with incomes of <$40 001, among: 
households purchasing 51.9 62.1 60.8 40.4 56.6 
households renting 70.9 77.4 80.2 57.7 59.6 
total households# 66.5 68.8 71.6 53.2 53.0 

of one parent families with dependent children, % who are renting from 
housing authority 53.4 34.8 41.9 22.3 0.0 
other (incl ns) 18.5 19.9 19.5 25.3 30.3 

of one parent families with dependent children who are renting, % renting from 
housing authority 74 64 68 47 0 

of two parent families with dependent children, % who are renting from 
housing authority 13.6 7.1 12.6 11.5 2.1 
other (incl ns) 13.9 10.0 12.3 22.3 9.3 

of two parent families with dependent children who are renting, % renting from 
housing authority 50 42 57 34 79 

I includes those who own their homes outright 
the 'other' category, not Included here, covers more than 60% of housing arrangements In TC balance II 

Source: Australian Bureau of Statlst1cs. Census of Population and Housing, 1991. Tables B29, B41. 842, 847, 849, B54, B56. 857. 

TENNANT CREEK 

TOWN BAlANCE 
(%) (%) 

16.2 
35.1 4 

24.3 
0.0 4 

4 4 

34.9 4 

51.3 41.6 
51.3 52.5 

57.6 0.0 
24.7 37.0 

70 0 

43.5 0.0 
26.2 28.8 

62 0 
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AUSTRALIA 
(%) 

26.4 
33.3 
20.1 
10.5 
6.6 

37.6 
62.6 
53.9 

23.9 
30.9 

44 

6.0 
15.0 

29 
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Table 8 Indicators of housing size, ALSS rural and remote areas, 1991 

of all dwellings with two or more usual residents, 

BERRI 
(%) 

% containing four or more bedrooms 18.1 

of all dwellings with one usual resident, 
% containing three or more bedrooms 37.0 

RIVERLAND 

LOXTON RENMARK 
(%) (%) 

18.5 17.0 

48.0 40.7 

Source: Australian Bureau of Statistics. Census of Population and Housing. 1991. Table B51. 

• • • • • • 

ROMA 

ROMA 
(%) 

25.2 

47.6 

BUNGIL 
(%) 

41.5 

57.1 

• 

TENNANT CREEK 

TOWN BALANCE 
(%) (%) 

8.6 10.5 

23.0 60.0 

• • 

AUSTRALIA 
(%) 

19.8 

37.8 
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Table 9 Aboriginal and Tones Strait Island@ population Indicators, ALSS rural and remote areas, 1991 

RIVERLAND ROMA TENNANT CREEK 

BERRI LOXTON RENMARK ROMA BUNGIL TOWN BALANCE AUSTRALIA 
(%) (%) (%) (%) (%) (%) (%) (%) 

Aboriginal population (N) 
1991 161 53 46 252 22 926 1315 265 378# 

% younger than 15, 1991 
Aboriginal population 47.8 no no 45.0 no 37.6 52.0 xx 
total population 23.6 23.4 22.9 26.1 28.0 26.1 33.2 22.4 

% of all persons In the area aged 15+ who left school <15 
Aboriginal population 17.9 no no 27.9 no 21.3 20.5 xx 
total population 20.0 22.4 22.2 18.0 19.7 17.7 18.0 15.0 

% at same address (or within same municipality but different address) 5 years ago 
at same address 
Aboriginal population 49.6 no no 43.4 no 68.5 85.3 xx 
total population 56.3 60.8 59.2 45.7 57.9 43.2 71.1 54.8 

moved from elsewhere In same municipality 
Aboriginal population 21.5 no no 27.4 no 9.6 2.3 xx 
total population 16.0 16.6 15.7 18.6 7.0 12.3 2.6 11.0 

% owning or purchasing their own house 
Aboriginal population 20.0 no no 33.8 no 5.0 1.6 xx 
total population 58.8 72.5 62.6 57.1 56.2 23.5 12.4 67.1 

household size of 5 or more persons, 1991 
Aboriginal households 29.7 no no 31.3 no 48.8 69.8 xx 
total households 11.9 12.7 11.7 14.2 11.8 18.0 48.0 13.4 

@ Includes. In places like Campbelltown. Paclftc Istand persons If they classified themselves under this heading 
I later estimates by ABS based on analysis of 'not slated" category etc. Indicate apprOximately another 15000 likely to be Included In this population 

Source: Australian Bureau of Statistics. Census of Population and Housing. 1991. Table A02. A04. NJ6. A23. 601. 603. 815. 843. B4B. 



Table 10 Education and employment Indicators, ALSS rural and remote areas, 1991 

RIVERLAND ROMA TENNANT CREEK 

BERRI LOXTON RENMARK ROMA BUNGIL TOWN BALANCE AUSTRALIA 
(%) (%) (%) (%) (%) (%) (%) (%) 

% with education level of: 
bachelor degree or higher 3.0 3.6 3.2 4.4 2.8 5.1 2.8 7.7 
skilled vocational 8.9 6.9 7.1 8.9 4.2 11.3 4.1 10.3 
no post-secondary quals 70.8 73.5 72.5 70.5 75.9 61.1 69.8 61.1 

% of stUdents attending non-government schools In the -
primary years 20.2 40.9 16.2 24.3 13.3 0.9@ 0.1 4.8 
secondary years 0.6 0.6 0.7 24.1 9.7 2.2@ "@ 32.4 

ratio of TAFE/Unlverslty-CAE students In the area 
male 3.7/1 4.3/1 8.0/1 0.8/1 4.0/1 0.8/1 0.9/1 
female 2.3/1 5.6/1 6.9/1 0.5/1 1.0/1 0.5/1 0.7/1 

% of students In the labour force 
secondary 29.9 22.8 29.0 26.2 12.8 21.8 
tertiary/other 79.6 84.5 75.4 86.2 100.0 70.3 

of students In the labour force, % who are unemployed 
secondary 3.4 15.5 23.4 0.0 0.0 3.1 
tertiary/other 17.4 11.0 23.4 0.0 0.0 no 10.1 

% of families with a 0-4 yr old where no parent working fit 1991 
one parent 80.0 93.5 83.9 65.6 76.9 88.5 77.4 89.1 
two parent 26.7 17.8 30.9 16.9 6.2 35.9 75.7 22.2 

Industry sector In which persons employed 
commonwealth govt 2.7 1.7 1.5 5.6 0.8 8.1 2.5 6.3 
state/territory govt 15.2 12.8 10.3 24.6 9.9 24.8 20.3 13.9 
local govt 1.6 1.6 1.3 2.1 0.8 3.0 0.0 2.1 
private sector 70.4 74.5 75.6 62.4 83.7 57.0 70.0 71.9 

% of employed men and women working 49 hours or more 
men 18.5 25.3 19.7 23.5 55.4 25.7 26.1 20.4 
women 8.4 13.2 8.1 9.8 40.7 8.0 12.5 7.1 

% self employed 
men 17.1 23.2 20.4 9.6 41.3 9.2 6.1 12.5 
women 12.4 16.0 14.7 6.4 36.2 5.2 5.6 8.0 

@ there were no tormal non-gOllemment schools In Tennont Creek; these figures may reflect some Independentleamlng arrangements such as within the Aboriginal community. or simply. visitors 
Source: Australian Bureau ot statistics. Census ot Population and Housing. 1991. Tables B14. B15. B16. B19. B23. 824. 840. 

"'" area study 
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Table 11 ChangeS@ in occupational status for employed men, ALSS rural and remote areas, 1986-1991 

RIVERLAND ROMA TENNANT CREEK 

BERRI LOXTON RENMARK ROMA BUNGIL TOWN BALANCE AUSTRALIA 
(%) (%) (%) (%) (%) (%) (%) (%) 

Changes in shares of: 
managers and administrators -17 -14 -26 +6 -14 -17 +16 na 

professionals -19 +4 -14 -22 -33 +33 -17 na 
para-professionals +9 +3 +26 -25 -75 -34 +60 na 

tradespersons -3 0 -6 -21 0 -16 -50 na 

clerks -23 -11 -18 -39 +250 -20 0 na 
sales and personal service 
workers +3 -27 -29 +15 +100 -14 0 na 

plant & machine operators & 
drivers +2 +8 +25 +6 +9 -40 -65 na 

labourers & related workers -8 +15 +7 -5 0 -45 -22 na 

all employed -2 0 -2 -13 -11 -24 0 no 
total# population aged 15+ +8 +5 +5 -8 0 -4 0 no 

@ these changes are percentage changes In shares of the Australian population In each occupational status. See text. 
I men and women combined 

Source: Australian Bureau of Statistics. Census of Population and Housing. 1991. Tables C41. B22. 
AlSS Aloo Study 
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Table 11 ChangeS@ in occupational status for employed women, ALSS rural and remote areas, 1986-1991 

RIVERLAND ROMA 

BERRI LOXTON RENMARK ROMA BUNGIL 
(%) (%) (%) (%) (%) 

changes in shares of: 
managers and administrators -36 -37 -42 -15 -35 

professionals -20 -12 -24 +13 -29 
para-professionals +31 -6 -10 -16 -9 

tradespersons +5 -21 -37 -17 -11 

clerks -4 +9 +17 +2 +33 
sales and personal service 
workers -17 -5 -7 -10 -12 

plant & machine operators & 
drivers +11 +68 +126 +36 +100 

labourers & related workers +6 +15 +9 -12 +17 

all employed 0 0 -4 -7 -18 
total population aged 15+ -3 -5 +10 -8 -17 

@ 

Source: 
these changes are percentage changes In shares of the Australian population In each occupational status. See teKt. 
Australian Bureau of Statistics. Census of Population and Housing. 1991. Tables C41. B22. 

TENNANT CREEK 
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-16 0 

-40 0 
+52 0 

0 0 

-17 -20 

0 +133 

• 0 
15 +14 

+50 +20 
-10 +13 
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na 
na 

na 

na 

na 

na 
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na 
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Table 12 Patterns of religious and cultural affiliation, ALSS rural and remote areas, 

RIVERLAND 

BERRI LOXTON 
(%) (%) 

Religious affiliation 
Anglicon 14.9 14.2 
Catholic 16.9 10.3 
other Christlan@ 41.4 54.2 
Buddhist 0.1 0.0 
Islam 0.1 1.0 
Judalsm 0.0 0.0 
other 1.0 0.4 

no religion 16.1 13.1 
not stated 9.5 7.3 

Birthplace regions of overseas born (% of total population born In ... ) 
United Kingdom and Ireland 
other Europe, USSR & Baltic States 
Asia (SE, NE and S) 
Middle East & N. Africa 
other Africa 
Sand C America & Caribbean 
other 
not stated 

% speaking a language other 
than English at home 

4.5 2.B 
7.2 4.9 
0.6 0.6 
0.4 0.4 
0.0 0.1 
0.0 0.0 
0.1 0.2 
1.0 1.2 

12.5 9.0 

RENMARK 
(%) 

15.3 
14.5 
42.5 
0.3 
2.1 
0.0 
0.7 

15.0 
·9.6 

3.7 
7.7 
1.7 
2.0 
0.1 
0.0 
0.2 
1.1 

17.1 

@ 

I 
Lutheran: BerrI = 11.6%; Loxton = 25.2%; Renmark a 12.5%; TC Balance 7.1%: Australia = 2.8% 
Baptist In Tennant Creek Balance a 32.8% 
among the Aboriginal community In Tement Creek, the figure Is 50.2% 

11 speaking Aboriginal languages: Tennant Creek a 14.1%; Tennant Creek Balance a 58.1% 

Source: Australian Bureau at statistics. Census at Population end Housing. 1991. Tables BII. B13. 
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1991 

ROMA TENNANT CREEK 

ROMA BUNGIL TOWN BALANCE AUSTRALIA 
(%) (%) (%) (%) (%) 

34.1 42.7 17.2 4.2 23.9 
26.7 20.3 lB.7 B.7 27.3 
24.4 24.7 22.7 47.7# 22.8 
0.0 0.0 0.4 0.0 0.8 
0.1 0.0 0.0 0.2 0.9 
0.0 0.0 0.1 0.0 0.4 
0.0 0.0 0.3 0.2 

6.6 4.5 27.3' 6.6 12.9 
7.B 7.7 13.1 32.2 10.2 

2.2 1.5 5.3 2.4 7.0 
0.5 0.0 4.0 2.7 6.7 
0.6 0.3 2.1 0.3 4.1 
0.0 0.0 0.2 0.3 1.0 
0.1 0.1 0.0 0.0 0.6 
0.0 0.1 0.0 0.0 0.4 
0.2 0.4 0.5 0.3 2.5 
1.1 1.3 4.6 2.9 2.2 

3.0 2.2 24.5## 66.4## 17.4 

• • • • • 
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Table 13 Languages spoken at home, ALSS rural and remote areas, 1991 

RIVERLAND ROMA TENNANT CREEK 

BERRI LOXTON RENMARK ROMA BUNGIL TOWN BALANCE AUSTRALIA 
(%) (%) (%) (%) ("to) (%) (%) (%) 

speaks English only 87.5 91.0 82.9 97.0 97.8 75.5 33.3 82.6 

Aboriginal languages 0.1 0.1 0.0 0.1 0.0 14.1 58.1 0.3 
Arabic, Inc!. Lebanese 0.3 0.0 0.1 0.0 0.2 0.0 0.0 0.9 
Chinese languages 0.0 0.1 0.1 0.2 0.0 0.1 0.0 1.6 
Croatian 0.6 0.0 0.4 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.4 
Dutch 0.3 0.1 0.1 0.1 0.2 0.3 0.0 0.3 
French 0.1 0.1 0.0 0.1 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.3 
German 0.8 0.1 0.7 0.2 0.2 1.6 l.3 0.7 
Greek 5.0 2.9 7.2 0.1 0.0 0.4 0.4 1.8 
Italian 1.1 1.5 2.2 0.1 0.0 0.6 0.0 2.6 
Macedonian 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.1 0.0 0.4 
Maltese 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.3 
Polish 0.4 0.2 0.1 0.1 0.0 0.0 0.4 0.4 
Serbian 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.1 
Spanish 0.0 0.1 0.1 0.0 0.0 0.1 0.0 0.6 
Turkish 0.0 0.2 1.8 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.2 
Vietnamese 0.1 0.0 0.7 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.7 
Yugoslav nel 0.9 0.2 0.4 0.0 0.0 0.1 0.0 0.3 
other 1.4 1.0 1.5 0.4 0.3 1.9 0.9 3.1 
not stated 1.4 1.3 1.6 1.7 l.3 5.2 5.6 2.4 

Source: Australian Bureau of statistics. Census of Population and Housing. 1991. Table Bl1. 
otss area study 



Table 1'4 Methods used for getting to work, ALSS rural and remote areas, 1991@ 

RIVERLAND ROMA TENNANT CREEK 

BERRI LOXTON RENMARK ROMA BUNGIL TOWN BALANCE AUSTRALIA 
(%) % (%) (%) (%) (%) (%) (%) 

public transport 
men 0.6 0.6 0.8 0.6 0.0 1.0 0.0 9.7 
women 1.1 0.8 0.8 1.3 0.7 0.0 0.0 12.3 

car/motor bike 
men 68.6 61.7 67.3 69.5 47.0 68.1 37.0 67.6 
women 64.8 60.6 65.6 67.4 38.1 56.3 25.0 58.1 

bicycle 
men 3.6 2.6 3.1 4.0 0.5 10.0 0.0 1.9 
women 0.8 0.5 0.5 1.7 0.7 9.7 0.0 0.6 

walked 
men 11.0 12.4 6.4 9.8 10.6 13.0 59.3 4.7 
women 11.0 8.9 8.5 12.5 9.8 21.1 64.9 4.9 

worked at home 
men 9.2 16.8 10.0 3.0 33.8 1.8 3.7 4.3 
women 11.6 16.8 13.2 7.7 43.0 3.0 4.1 6.7 

did not go to work 
men 5.1 3.7 8.4 5.5 1.5 4.7 0.0 5.8 
women 10.6 11.9 11.1 9.1 6.6 9.3 2.0 12.2 

@ as a (~) of all modes and excluding 'not stated'. Taxis Included wfth public transport 
Source: Australian Bureau of Statistics. Census of Population and Housing, 1991. Table B26. 

clISaeoslUdy 
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Table 15 Households with no car, ALSS rural and remote areas, 1991 

RIVERLAND ROMA TENNANT CREEK 

BERRI LOXTON RENMARK ROMA BUNGIL TOWN BALANCE AUSTRALIA 
(%) (%) (%) (%) (%) (%) (%) (%) 

one family households: 
one parent 25.7 8.6 19.7 24.4 17.5 51.3 59.1 19.5 
two parent 0.8 0.0 1.1 3.4 0.0 8.0 27.8 2.7 

group households 3.9 9.4 24.0 12.2 18.8 22.2 • 16.1 

lone person households 30.8 22.8 29.8 32.4 17.8 32.4 12.5 36.7 

Source: Australian Bureau of Statistics. Census of Population and Housing. 1991. Table B52. 
ALSS AltiKJ SlUdy 



Table 16 Indicators of parental income, ALSS rural and remote areas, 1991 

RIVERLAND ROMA TENNANT CREEK 

BERRI LOXTON RENMARK ROMA BUNGIL TOWN BALANCE AUSTRALIA 
(%) (%) (%) (%) (%) (%) (%) (%) 

one parent families with two or more dependents: 
% where parental income <$20 00 1 85.0 90.2 81.7 75.3 100.0 67.9 75.0 66.9 

two parent families with two or more dependents: 
% where parental income <$40001 59.9 62.9 64.3 48.3 23.0 45.9 80.0 52.0 

Source: Australian Bureau of Statistics. Census of Population and Housing. 1991. Table 832. 
alssoreo,tudy 
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Report One: Parental employment in two rural localities 1.1 

Introd uction 

A s employment is the standard means of generating in
come, access to employment for family members, 

particularly for parents, is a crucial component of family 
living standards. Additionally, the working conditions as
sociated with a job can have a major effect upon the well
being of the worker and upon his or her family. For this 
reason, the Australian Living Standards Study has a heavy 
emphasis on access to employment and on working 
conditions. This chapter discusses the current labour force 
activity of parents in the two ALSS rural localities, the three 
Riverland local government areas of Berri, Loxton and Ren
mark, and Roma and the surrounding Bungil Shire in South 
Western Queensland. It is important to note, however, that 
rural economies are affected by changes in agricultural 
commodity prices and by climatic conditions. For example, 
interviewing was undertaken in Roma and Bungil Shire 
during the winter of 1992, during a period in which the first 
rain had fallen for some years. However, no rain has fallen 
since this time and Roma and Bungil Shire, like the rest of 
Western Queensland are still experiencing very serious 
drought conditions. 

Aspects offamily living standards: a study offamilies in two rural areas 



Report One: Parental employment in two rural localities 1.2 

1.1.1 Roma/Bungil shire 

Roma is in the Maranoa Region of Queensland at the intersection of the 
National Highway and the Carnarvon Development Highway, 500km 
from Brisbane (Taskforce on Regional Development 1993: 74). Bungil Shire 

• 

• 

is the shire surrounding the town of Roma. Injune, the largest town in • 
Bungil Shire is 90 kilometres north of Roma. 

Roma is a centre for servicing the grazing, farming and oil and gas 
industries. The local meatworks is the largest employer, drawing stock 
from the surrounding area and further afield. 

The regional headquarters of a number of State Government Departments 
are based in Roma. The College of the South West (T AFE) has its major 
teaching campus in the town. There is a large public hospital in Roma, 
servicing the town and the surrounding area. 

Beef and wool are the main livestock industries in the area. Roma is known 
as the "Store Cattle Capital" of Australia, with the annual gross value of 
cattle sold being about $50 million (Taskforce on Regional Development 
1993: 74). The town is the centre for a large trucking industry, with cattle 
movements through Roma numbering more than 200,000 head yearly. 
Other primary industries in the area include wheat, hard grains, timber, 
goats and wine from the Romavilla Vineyard which was established in 
1863, making it one of Australia's oldest vineyards. There are substantial 
underground natural gas reserves in the region, and some oil. The region 
is a staging centre for oill gas exploration and extraction further west in the 
Eromanga and Cooper Basins. 

Tourism is another developing industry in the town, with Roma being a 
'stop-over' for visitors to the Carnarvon National Park, which attracts 
thousands of visitors a year. 
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1.1.2 The Riverland 

Berri, Loxton and Renmark are three of the seven towns of the South Aus
tralian Riverland region. Berri is in the heart of the Riverland, situated on 
the Sturt Highway 238 krns north east of Adelaide. Renrnark is situated 21 
krns north of Berri, Loxton 23 krns south. 

The main industries in the region are the agricultural industry, the value
added manufacturing industry, service and community service industries 
supporting the population, and tourism. The agricultural land is irrigated 
by the Murray River. 

The principal products of the area are wheat, wool, grapes for winemaking 
and drying, stone fruits used for drying and canning, and citrus fruits and 
juices for local and export markets. Berri, in particular, contains a number 
of major fruit processing factories. There are two major wineries in Ren
mark, one in Loxton and a number of small wineries around Berri. The 
Rivergrowers Cooperative, involved in fruit packing, processing and mar
keting, operates out of Renrnark and Loxton. 

Berri is the Regional Centre of the Riverland with around thirty State and 
Commonwealth Government departments located in the two. The CES 
and DSS regional offices, for instance, and the South Australian Govern
ment Housing Department regional office are all located in Berri. A 
Regional Hospital was built in Berri some years ago, and there is another 
public hospital in the town and at Loxton and Renmark. A major shopping 
complex was built in Berri in 1985. The Riverland College has a campus in 
Berri and in Renrnark. 

Tourism is an important industry given the temperate climate, a number of 
natural and man-made attractions, such as the Loxton Historical Village, 
and the use of the Murray River for recreational activities. In common 
with other towns in the Riverland, Berri, Loxton and Renmark all contain 
tourist accommodation and recreational facilities 

Aspects o//amily living standards: a study o//amilies in two rural areas 



• 
ReportOne: Parental employment in two rural localities 1.4 

1.2 Employment Status and Occupation • 
1.2.1 Labour force status of parents 

The employment population ratio for fathers in Roma/Bungil was high, • 
while in the Riverland the ratio was around the national average (Tables 1, 
Al). Unemployment rates for fathers were around average in both locali-
ties, while there was a relatively high proportion of fathers not in the 
labour force in the Riverland, a relatively low proportion in Rorna/Bungil. 

The employment population ratio for mothers in the Riverland was rela
tively high with almost two-thirds of mothers in paid work, while in 
Roma/Bungil the ratio was around the national average (Table 1.1, A2). 
Unemployment rates for couple mothers in both localities were around 
average. 

In contrast, in Roma/Bungil the employment population ratio for sole 
mothers was well below the national average, with just over a third of sole 
mothers in paid work (Table 1, A3). In the Riverland, the employment 
population ratio for sole mothers was higher than average, with just under 
half in paid employment. There were large differences in the labour force 
activity of sole mothers in the two localities, with 62 per cent of Riverland 
sole mothers in the labour force compared with 41 per cent of sole mothers 
in Roma/Bungil. 

In accordance with national trends, employment population ratios for 
mothers varied according to the age of their youngest child (Tables 1.2, 
A4). Where the youngest child was under 5 years of age, in Roma the pro
portion of mothers employed was around the national average, in Berri 
~omewhat higher than average. However, in both localities, where the 
youngest child was between 5 and 9 years the employment population ra
tios for mothers were above average, particularly in Roma where a little 
over two-thirds of this group were in paid work. Where the youngest child 
was between 10 and 14 years, employment population ratios for. mothers 
were above average, particularly in the Riverland where over three
quarters of mothers were in paid employment. Employment population 
ratios fell for mothers where the youngest child was aged 15-19 years, par
ticularly in Roma. 
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Table 1.2: Mothers employment population ratios by 
age of youngest child: ALSS rural localities 

Age 01 Youngest Child 

0- 4 years 5 - 9 years 10 -14 years 15 - 19 years 

% % % % 

BerrilLoxtonlRenmark 46 61 81 80 

RomalBungil 42 68 71 65 

The proportions of couples with both parents in paid work and of couples 
with neither parent in paid work were higher in the Riverland than in Ro
ma/Bungil. In both localities, the proportions of couples where both were 
in paid employment were higher than average, while in Roma/Bungil the 
proportion of couples where neither was employed was lower than aver
age, in the Riverland around average (Table 1.3, AS). 

Most of the unemployed fathers in the Riverland and in Roma had previ
ously been employed as blue-collar workers (Table 1.4). In the Riverland, 
half of the unemployed blue-collar workers had been employed as farm 
labourers, while in Roma, previous occupation was more varied. 

Over half of unemployed fathers in the Riverland had been out of work for 
less than 6 months, compared with under half the unemployed fathers in 
Roma (Table 1.5). Most of the fathers not in the labour force had not had a 
paid job for 12 months or more. 
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Eight of the 32 Riverland fathers and 2 of the 13 Roma fathers not in the 
labour force had given up looking for paid work. 
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1.2.2 Occupation and industry of employed parents - main job 

'Managers, administrators and professionals' accounted for the largest 
group of employed fathers in the Riverland and Roma, followed by 'ma
chine operators, drivers and labourers' (Table 1.6). Around half of all 
fathers in each locality who were 'managers, administrators and profes
sionals', however, were 'farmers and farm managers'. While almost a 
quarter of fathers in the Riverland who were 'machine operators, drivers 
and labourers' were 'farm hands and assistants', the proportion was lower 
in Roma/Bungil (13 per cent). 

The largest group of employed mothers in the Riverland and in Ro
ma/Bungil worked as 'clerks, sales and personal service workers', 
followed by 'managers, administrators and professionals'. In both rural 
localities, around 40 per cent of mothers who were employed as 'manag
ers, administrators and professionals' were 'farmers and farm managers'. 
Only a small proportion of mothers who were 'machine operators, drivers 
and labourers' were 'farm hands and assistants' (13 per cent in the River
land, 9 per cent in Roma/Bungil). 

The largest group of employed fathers in the Riverland worked in the 'Ex
tractive' industries (in this case, Agriculture) followed closely by 'Social 
Services' (Public Administration, Defence and Community Services) (Ta
ble 1.7). In Roma/Bungil, 'Extractive' industries also accounted for the 
largest group of employed fathers, followed by the 'Distributive' indus
tries (Wholesale and Retail Trade, Transport, Storage and Communica
tion). Unlike the Riverland, not all fathers in Roma/Bungil working in the 
'Extractive' industries were employed in the' Agricultural' industry. Five 
per cent of all employed fathers in that locality worked in the 'Mining' in
dustry, that is, in oil and gas, or in mineral exploration . 

Between a half and a third of employed mothers in the Riverland and Ro:' 
ma/Bungil worked in 'Social Services', while in Roma/Bungil another 
quarter worked in the 'Distributive' industries. 

In the Riverland, 18 per cent of fathers and 9 per cent of mothers worked in 
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the manufacturing industry, three-quarters working in value-added pro
duction in the food industry. 
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1.2.3 Self-employment 

In both ALSS rural localities, the proportion of parents who were self
employed was higher than in any of the AlSS urban localities (Table 1.8) 
(Brownlee 1994: 27). In Roma/Bungil, unlike the AlSS urban areas, the 
proportion of employed mothers who were self-employed was the same as 
that of fathers. 

Reflecting the relatively high self-employment among parents in the rural 
localities, in more than 40 per cent of couples in the Riverland and in half 
of couple in Roma/Bungil at least one parent was self-employed (Table 
1.9). In contrast, the vast majority of sole parents were wage and salary 
earners,S of the 31 employed sole parents in the Riverland and 1 of the 24 
employed sole parents in Roma/Bungil being self-employed. In 50 per 
cent of the self-employed couples in the Riverland and 42 per cent in Ro
ma/Bungil one or both parents were self-employed farmers. 
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1.2.4 DSS Client Families 

Although families in which a parent receives a DSS pension or benefit, 
called here DSS client families, are not identical to families where there is 
no parent in the workforce, the two do overlap to a great extent, since a 
DSS pension or benefit is means-tested on income and assets, including 
income from employment. 

When compared to the proportion of DSS Client families in the nine ALSS 
urban areas, the proportion of couples where at least one parent was a DSS 
Client was relatively low in Roma/Bungil, but relatively high in the Riv
erland (Table 1.10) (Brownlee 1994: 28). A relatively high proportion of sole 
mothers in both rural localities were DSS Clients. Sole fathers were less 
likely to be DSS clients than sole mothers, the proportion of DSS client sole 
parents dropping once sole fathers were added to the population. 

In just under a third of DSS couples in the rural areas, at least one parent 
was in paid employment. In 17 of the 54 DSS couples in the Riverland,and 
in 8 of the 29 DSS couples in Roma/Bungil at least one parent was in paid 
work. 

The proportion of DSS sole parents in paid employment was considerably 
higher in the Riverland than in Roma/Bungil. Around a quarter of DSS 
sole parents (12 out of 45) in the Riverland had a paid job compared with 
less than one in six DSS sole parents (5 out of 39) in Roma/Bungil. 

In the Riverland, almost a third of the 34 parents who were in a DSS family 
and were employed worked in the fruit industry. A small number of em
ployed farmers in both localities were in DSS families. 
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1.2.5 Second jobs 

A higher proportion of employed fathers and employed mothers in the 
Riverland than in Roma/Bungil had more than one job (Table 1.11). The 
proportion of employed parents in the Riverland having a second job was 
also higher than in the two urban ALSS areas for which this information 
was analysed, that is, Berwick and Box Hill. In Berwick, for instance, only 
6 per cent of employed fathers and 5 per cent of employed mothers had a 
second job (Brownlee and McDonald 1993: 38). 

BerrilLoxtonlRenmark 1---1--;----1 

It is interesting to examine whether parents in farming families, that is, 
families in which at least one parent stated 'farmer' as their main occupa
tion, are more likely to have second jobs than other parents (Tab1e 1.12). A 
slightly higher proportion of parents in Roma/Bungil farming families 
and of Riverland fathers in farming families had more than one job than 
did those in non-farming families, while this situation was reversed for 
Riverland mothers. 

BerriILoxtonlRenmark 1-----"---11---+---+--+--1 

Roma/Bungil 1------"---'-'-11----+---+---=-+---1 
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1.2.6 Employed parents' hours of work 

Only a minority of fathers in both localities worked part-time, that is, less 
than 35 hours a week, especially in Roma/Bungil (Table 1.13). Farmers in 
both areas tended to work longer hours than non-farmers, with two-thirds 
of Riverland farmers and over 85 per cent of Roma/Bungil farmers work
ing 50 or more hours a week. The proportion of non-farmer fathers 
working long hours in the Riverland was similar to that of the urban lo
calities, which is interesting given the higher incidence of second jobs in 
that locality. 

BenilLoxtorVRenmark 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 
Mothers in both localities who were not farmers were more likely to work 
part-time, with two-thirds of those in the Riverland and over half in Ro-
ma/Bungil working less than 35 hours a week (Table 1.14). Mothers whose • 
main job was 'farmer' were more likely than non-farmers to work full-
time. Around half of Riverland mothers who were farmers and 80 per cent 
of this group in Roma/Bungil working 35 or more hours a week. 

• 
BenilLoxtorVRenmark ~---'-'=,-+--=-=--+-....:.--+-.:..:.--t--'-'----+~=-......t 

• 
There may be a number of reasons why Roma/Bungil parents who were 
farmers tended to work longer hours than similar Riverland parents, such 
as, seasonal variations in farming and the different mix of types of farming • 
in the two localities. 

• 

• 
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1.2.7 Farming families 

The employment situation of farmers and their partners was quite complex 
(Table 1.15). 

In the majority. of Riverland two parent farming families, both parents 
were in paid employment. Where both parents were employed, in almost 
half the families, both gave their main occupation as 'farmer'. In the other 
half, one parent, usually the father, gave 'farmer' as the main occupation 
while their partner had a different 'main occupation'. Of the mothers in 
farming couples who did not give 'farmer' as their main occupation 11 
were white collar workers, 15 were lower-level white-collar workers and 7 
worked in blue-collar occupations. Where the father had a different main 
occupation, all 3 were blue-collar workers. 

Farmer's wives worked in a number of different occupations, such as 
teaching, nursing, clerical, sales, child care, fruit packing and processing, 
and cleaning. 

Both parents stated that they were in paid employment in around three
quarters of Roma/Bungil farming couples, a lower proportion than in the 
Riverland, but a relatively high proportion compared to the national 
average. In two-thirds of these couples both parents gave their occupation 
as 'farmer'. Where one parent was a 'farmer' and the other parent had an
other 'main occupation', of the mothers, 8 were employed as white-collar 
workers, 8 as lower-level white-collar workers and 5 as blue-collar work
ers, while both fathers worked in blue-collar occupations. Farmer's wives 
in Roma worked in the same kinds of jobs as farmer's wives in the 
Riverland. 

In families where the father was a farmer and the mother defined herself as 
not being in paid employment, it is very likely that she participated to 
some extent in the running of the farm. 

While several parents in farming families had a second job, information 
was not collected on the nature of a parent's second job. Thus, where a 
parent in a farming family did not state their main job as a 'farmer' their 
second job may have been 'farming', while 'farming' parents may have 
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had a second job unrelated to farming. Parents not defined as being in • 
farming families may also have had a second job as a farmer. There were 
some indications that, particularly in the Riverland, parents were likely to 
combine fruit growing with other types of employment. 

Fifty-six of the 79 farming families in the Riverland were fruit growers, the 
remainder being mixed farmers, grain farmers, poultry farmers and mar- • 
ket gardeners. All the mothers who farmed alone were involved in fruit 
growing. Fifty-two of the 80 Roma/Bungil farming families were 
beef/cattle farmers, the remaining farmers being mainly sheep farmers or 
employed in mixed farming. 

Although income data are not available for a high proportion of farmers in • 
Roma/Bungil (See appendix), Table 1.16 shows that farming couples tend-
ed to have lower gross incomes than other employed couples, the differ-
ences being greater between the two groups in the Riverland. 

• 

• 

Given that such a high proportion of farm families have missing incomes, • 
another indicator of low income is the proportion of non-DSS families with 
a child under the age of 16 getting the Additional Family Payment for low 
income families. In both localities, a substantially higher proportion of 
farm families than other working families were in receipt of the Additional 
Family payment; 43 per cent of Riverland farm families compared with 21 
per cent of other working families in the Riverland, and 36 per cent of Ro- • 
ma/Bungil farm families compared with 22 per cent of other working 
families in that locality. 

• 

• 
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1.2.8 Location of employment 

Given the ease of commuting between the three local government areas, it 
is interesting to find that in the Riverland around 80 per cent of employed 
parents whose main occupation was not a 'farmer' worked within their 
own local government area or at home, that is, Berri residents mostly 
worked in Berri, Renmark residents in Renmark and Loxton residents in 
Loxton (Table 1.17). Only around 1 in 10 of the Riverland residents worked 
in one of the other ALSS local government areas. Fathers were as likely to 
work within their own local government area as were mothers working 
part-time . 

Around 60 per cent of employed parents in Roma/Bungil whose main oc
cupation was not a farmer worked within their own local government 
area, a somewhat lower proportion than in the Riverland (Table 1.18). Fa
thers were as likely to work within their own local government area as 
were mothers. A higher proportion of parents in Roma/Bungil than in the 
Riverland lived in one local government area and worked in the other, 
mostly Bungil residents working in Roma. This is hardly surprising given 
the diversity of employment in Roma compared with Bungil. The propor
tion of Roma/Bungil mothers who worked at home was higher than that 
of fathers and of Riverland mothers. 

In both rural localities, three quarters of fathers and almost all mothers 
whose main occupation was 'farmer' lived on their farm (Table 1.19). 
Around one in seven of the fathers did not live on their farm, but did work 
within their own local government area. 
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Since there was no local public transport in either area, the modes of trans
port to work were car or motorcycle, walking or bicycling. 

Almost all of the farming parents who did not live on their farm drove to 
work (3 out of 13 in the Riverland and all 8 parents in Roma/Bungil). 

Of the employed parents who were not farmers, the vast majority used a 
car or motorcycle to get to work (Table 1.20). A relatively high proportion 

• 

• 

• 

.. 

• 

of fathers walked or rode a bicycle to work, that is, around 1 in 5 fathers in • 
both localities. This probably reflects the local nature of the employment in 
the two areas. 

BerrilLoxtonlRenmark 
r-----~-T-----+--~--~~ 

Given that the majority of parents worked locally and travelled to work by 
car, half or more of each group of parents in both localities took 10 minutes 
or less to get to work (Table 1.21). 
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BerrilLoxtonlRenmark 
r-------~r---+----+----~--~--~ 

Almost all fathers took 20 minutes or less to travel to work. Mothers tend
ed to take longer to get to work than fathers, particularly mothers working 
part-time. This may be because mothers were more than twice as likely as 
fathers to drop children off at pre-school, school or child-care on the way 
to work (Table 1.22). In both localities, half or more of the farmers who did 
not live on their farm took 10 minutes or less to get to work. 

Aspects of family living standards: a study of families in two rural areas 



• 
Report One: Parental employment in two rural localities 1.18 

1.2.9 Obstacles to moving for employment reasons • 
All parents were asked what would prevent them from moving if they 
needed to move to a new location for work reasons (Tables 1.23 and 1.24). 
Given publicised concerns about farmers being unable to move because of 
difficulties in selling their farm, it is interesting to note that while almost 
two-thirds of Riverland fathers in farming families said that 'Difficulty • 
with selling or ending a lease' was an obstacle to moving, in Roma/Bungil 
only 40 per cent of fathers in farming families referred to this factor and 
only half the 'farming' fathers in both localities referred to 'the cost of 
housing'. In both localities 'the cost of housing' and in the Riverland, 'the 
cost of moving', was more of an issue for fathers in non-farming families 
than in farming families. 'Attachment to present location' was a more im- '. 
portant obstacle to moving for all Riverland fathers than for fathers in 
Roma/Bungil or for fathers in the nine ALSS urban localities (Brownlee 
1994: 90). 
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Mothers in both localities in farming and non-farming families were much 
more likely to say that 'partner has a job here' was an obstacle to moving 
for employment reasons than were fathers. The cost of moving and hous
ing related reasons were also important obstacles to moving as far as 
mothers were concerned. In both localities, while mothers in farming fam
ilies were as likely to refer to 'difficulty with selling or ending a lease' as 
mothers in non-farming families, they were less likely to refer to 'the cost 
of moving' or 'the cost of housing'. All mothers in the two localities were 
more likely to refer to 'attachment to present location' and 'children having 
to change schools' than were similar groups of fathers. 
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Conditions of employment, perceptions of employ
ment, effects of work on parents' lives, job values 
and job satisfaction 

• 

• 

For those who have a job, the conditions under which they work can have • 
major effects upon their wellbeing and that of their families. Thus atten-
tion is given to employment conditions here. Findings from the two ALSS 
rural localities regarding these aspects of employment can be compared 
with findings from the 9 ALSS urban localities in a forthcoming AlPS 
monograph on issues relating to work and family (Glezer and Wolcott: 
1995). .. 

The information is first analysed according to three categories: fathers 
working full-time, mothers working full-time and mothers working part
time. Furthermore, since farming is such an important activity in the two 
rural localities, the data are analysed according to whether or not a father 
or mother gave their main occupation as a farmer • 

1.3.1 Working outside normal hours 

Parents were asked a number of questions about how frequently their job 
required them to work outside normal hours (Table 1.25). In both rural 10-
calities, mothers working part-time were less likely than parents working 
full-time to often or very often work' overtime or very long hours' or to 
'work weekends at home'. Additionally, Roma/Bungil mothers working 
part-time were less likely than full-time workers to often or very often 
'work at night at home' or 'to attend meetings outside working hours'. 

A much higher proportion of Roma/Bungil fathers working full-time, par
ticularly non-farmers, 'often' or 'very often' had to travel away from home 
overnight for work reasons. This probably relates to Rorna's pOSition as a 
regional centre, in that while State departments, for instance, were often 
based in Roma, the region for the delivery of services covers a wide area, 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

for instance, down to the South West corner of Queensland at Birdsville, • 
and across to Cunnamulla over to Dalby, across to Charleville and up to 
Windorah. Fathers working in a regional office in Roma would have to 
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travel to various parts of the region which they serve, necessitating an 
overnight stay. 

Farmers in both localities, particularly in Roma/Bungil, were more likely 
than parents whose main occupation was not 'farmer' to 'work broken 
shifts or irregular hours', 'work overtime or very long hours' and to 'work 
weekends' (Table 1.26). Roma/Bungil farmers were more likely than other 
Roma/Bungil parents to have to 'work at night'. 

Table 1.26: Percentage of parents who often or very often worked 
ouside normal hours according to whether or not a farmer: 

ALSS rural localities 
BerrilloxtonlRenmark Roma/Bungil 

All figures" 
Non-farmer Farmer Non·farmer Farmer 

Work broken shifts or irregular hours 22 37 29 58 

Work overtime or very long hours 24 44 29 63 

Attend meetings outside working hours 12 13 13 6 

Work weekends at home 14 56 14 70 

Work weekends at workplace 25 57 28 70 

Work at night at home 18 23 14 42 

Work at night at workplace 21 22 22 43 

To travel away from home overnight 6 2 17 9 

Total(n) 611 110 626 116 
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1.3.2 Workers' perceptions of their jobs. • 
While paid employment contributes to living standards through income 
earned and job-related benefits, it can detract from living standards if the 
job itself is full, dangerous or lacking in opportunity. Parents were asked 
to rate a number of different dimensions of their job on a scale from 1 to 7: 
whether it was boring or interesting, slow-paced or hectic, depressing or • 
enjoyable, dead end or having opportunities for advancement, insecure or 
secure, dangerous or safe, tense or relaxed and worthless or valuable. Ta-
bles 1.27 and 1.28 show the mean score out of seven on each dimension and 
the percentage stating a low score (1 or 2) and the percentage stating a high 
score (6 or 7). 

It is interesting to find that the highest scores were associated with the 
value of the job with around two-thirds of parents in both localities saying 
that their job was valuable (ratings of 6 or 7) (Table 1.27) and only 6 or 7 per 
cent saying that their jobs was worthless (1 or 2) (Table 1.27). A)ower pro
portion of farmers in the Riverland said that their job was valuable than 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

non-farmers in the same locality, while this was reversed in Roma/Bungil • 
(Table 1.28). 
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Part-time working mothers in both localities were most likely to say that 
their job was 'safe', fathers working full-time least likely, particularly in 
Roma/Bungil, where only 39 per cent of fathers rated their job as safe. 
However, on the other end of the scale, only 16 per cent of the same group 
rated their job as 'dangerous'. Overall, women were more likely to rate 
their jobs than were men. Farmers in both localities were less likely to rate 
their job as 'safe', particularly in Roma/Bungil, where only 29 per cent of 
farmers said that their job was 'safe' compared with 52 per cent of parents 
who were not farmers. 

Half or more of parents in both localities found their job 'interesting', only 
a very small percentage saying that their job was 'boring'. A higher pro
portion of farmers in Roma/Bungil than people who were not farmers said 
that they had an interesting job. 

Mothers working part-time in both localities were more likely to say that 
their job was 'dead-end' and less likely to say that their were 'opportuni
ties for advancement' than full-time workers. On the other hand, part-time 
working mothers had the highest scores on enjoyment of their work and 
the relaxed nature of the work. Women working part-time seemed to be 
trading off opportunities for advancement against enjoyment of the job 
and a more relaxed pace. These findings are similar to those from Berwick 
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and Box Hill (Brownlee and McDonald 1993: 51: VandenHeuvel, Brownlee 
and McDonald 1993: 50). 
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1.3.3 Effects of paid employment on other aspects of life 

Parents in paid employment were asked about the effect of their work on 
other aspects of their life, according to a 9 point scale (where 1 means a 
very bad effect, 5 means no effect and 9 means a very good effect). Tables 
1.29 and 1.30 show the average score for the effect of work on each aspect 
of life and the percentages of parents with scores of 1 to 3 (bad effect) and 
7 to 9 (good effect). 

The effect that stands out most in both localities is the significant positive 
effect that employment has upon parents' self-esteem, especially mothers 
working part-time. Very few parents said that their job had a bad effect on 
their self-esteem. A slightly lower proportion of farmers than non-farmers 
in the Riverland said that their job had a positive impact on their self
esteem, but this finding was reversed in the Riverland. 

Mothers were more likely than fathers to say that work had a positive ef
fect on their relationship with their partner. Mothers working full-time 
were twice as likely as mothers working part-tiJ!le to say that their job had 
a negative effect on this relationship, although only a small minority of 
full-time mothers gave this response. Farmers were more likely than non
farmers to say that work had a positive effect on their relationship with 
their partner. 
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• 
Fathers were less likely than mothers to say that their work had a positive 
effect on their relationship with their children and more likely to say that it 
had a negative effect on this aspect of life. The proportion negative out
weighed the proportion positive for fathers in Roma/Bungil. In both 
localities, a higher proportion of farmers than non-farmers said that work 
had a positive effect on their relationship with their children. • 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

The bad effect of work upon the respondent's ability to manage household • 
tasks was not as high as might have been expected, although a higher pro-
portion of mothers working full-time said that work had a bad effect on 
their ability than said it had a good effect, particularly in the Riverland. A 
higher proportion of farmers than non-farmers said that work had a posi-
tive effect on their ability to manage household tasks, although the picture 
was mixed in the Riverland, where a higher proportion of farmers than • 
non-farmers said that work had a bad effect on this aspect of their lives. 

The effect on health was fairly neutral, apart from part-time working 
mothers for whom the balance was in favour of a pos~tive effect of work on 
health. In Roma/Bungil, farmers were more likely than non-farmers to say 
that the effect of work on their health was positive and less likely to say • 
that it was negative. 
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For mothers working part-time, work appears to have enhanced their so
cial life on balance. Farmers in the Riverland tended to view work as 
having a negative impact on their social life, while farmers in Ro
ma/Bungil tended to see work as having a positive impact on this facet of 
life. 
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1.3.4 Work values 

All parents in the survey, whether employed or not, were asked about the 
importance that they attached to various aspects of paid work. Table 1.31 
shows the mean levels of importance attached to each aspect of paid work 
(the range of the mean is from 1 to 5, where 'I' was 'not at all important' 
and '5' 'extremely important'). 

If men working full-time are taken as a norm for comparison, not unex
pectedly, they emphasised having a secure job from which they earned a 
good income and which had responsibility, was satisfying and interesting. 
Great importance was placed on good relationships with workmates and 
between employer and employee. Aspects related to time of work, such as 
the number of hours worked, when they worked, flexibility of hours and 
working during school holidays or only during school hours were not 
viewed as being particularly important. 

Mothers also stressed security, having a good income, a job with respon
sibility, which was interesting and satisfying. However, they were far 
more concerned than fathers on aspects related to the time of work. Not 
working more than 40 hours a week, at nights, weekends, during school 
holidays or outside school hours were more important to mothers than 
fathers, particularly mothers working part-time. They were also more con
cerned than fathers about having flexible working hours and about having 
a job with little stress or pressure. Mothers working part-time were less 
concerned about having a job with opportunities for advancement. While 
mothers were more concerned than fathers about being able to work lo
cally, especially mothers working full-time, fathers, particularly those in 
the Riverland rated this aspect of paid work as important. This is probably 
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because in rural areas if parents cannot find work locally, alternative em
ployment is located at a considerable distance from where they live. 

Having a job with a low risk of injury was of great importance to all work
ing parents, which is interesting given the relatively low proportion of 
fathers who rated their job as 'safe'. 

While earning a good income was an important aspect of paid work for all 
parents, fringe benefits were not so highly rated by all groups. 

When comparing the importance of various aspects of paid work for farm
ers and non-farmers (Table 1.32), some aspects related to time of work, that 
is, working no more than 40 hours per week, and no work at night or on 
weekends were less important to farmers than to non-farmers. Having a 
job with opportunities for advancement and/ or training was more of a 
concern for non-farmers than for farmers. 
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1.3.5 J ob satisfaction • 
Working parents were also asked their levels of satisfaction with various 
aspects of their job, following much the same dimensions of work as dis
cussed in the previous section on work values. Respondents were asked to 
score their level of satisfaction from 1 to 9 where 1 meant extremely dis-
satisfied, 5 meant mixed feelings and 9 meant extremely satisfied. Table • 
1.33 shows mean levels of satisfaction for each aspect of work, table 1.34 
shows the percentages who were dissatisfied (1 to 3), and table 1.35 shows 
the percentage who were satisfied (7 to 9). In accordance with previous 
studies, means of between 3.50 and 6.49 were taken to indicate 'mixed 
feelings', means below this bracket' clear dissatisfaction' and those above 
'clear satisfaction', with means above 7.0 taken to represent 'high satisfac- • 
tion' (Weston 1993:334). 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 
Starting at the good end, all three groups of working parents were highly 
satisfied with the way they travelled to work, their capacity to cope with 
the tasks of the job, the job itself, their level of responsibility, their rela
tionships with workmates and the employer-employee relationship. The 
mode of travel to work was the item on which parents expressed the most • 
satisfaction, with more than 90 per cent of employed mothers expressing 
satisfaction with this aspect of paid work. Levels of satisfaction with work-
place relationships were highly significant because these aspects of work 
were of great value to workers. All parents, apart from part-time working 
mothers in the Riverland, were also highly satisfied with 'how interesting 
the job was'. • 

In general, working parents were clearly satisfied with the times they 
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worked, the security of their job, the physical environment of the work
place, the respect they were given and, for those for whom this aspect was 
relevant, the level of understanding of their culture or ethnic background. 
On all these satisfactory aspects of paid work, part-time working mothers 
tended to be more satisfied than other working parents. 

Working parents were also satisfied with the risk of injury or health prob
lems in their job, although fathers were considerably less satisfied than 
mothers. This is interesting given the importance placed on safety as an 
aspect of paid work and the relatively low levels of fathers rating their job 
as 'safe'. 
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Mothers working part-time were satisfied with the amount they earned 
and the amount of pressure their job put them under, but this did not hold 
for full-time working parents who had 'mixed feelings' about these aspects 
of their work. Around 1 in 5 of parents who worked full-time were dissat
isfied with the amount they earned (Table 1.34) Also falling below a 
satisfactory level were opportunities for training and for advancement, 
except for Roma/Bungil mothers working full-time who were satisfied 
with both these aspects of work. All parents tended to be most dissatisfied 
with their fringe benefits, with around a third of parents expressing dis
satisfaction with this aspect of work. However, this was not an aspect of 
work which was of great importance. 

Overall, the basics featured - security of the job and the amount earned
were both regarded as highly important, but only job security had high 
levels of satisfaction attached to it for all groups. 

It is not surprising that the aspect of work with which all groups were most 
satisfied was 'the way you travel to work', given the very high proportion 
of parents working at home or within their own local area. 

Farmers were much more dissatisfied than non-farmers with the amount 
they earned, their fringe benefits, the number of hours they worked, the 
risk of injury or health problems and the amount of stress and pressure 
they were under, particularly in the Riverland. For Riverland farmers, 
mean levels of satisfaction concerning earnings and fringe benefits ap
proached 'clear dissatisfaction'. (Table 1.36) More than half the Riverland 
farmers and around a third of Roma/Bungil farmers were dissatisfied with 
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the amount that they earned and their fringe benefits (Table 1.37). River- • 
land farmers were also less satisfied than non-farmers in the locality with 
the times of day /night they worked and how they were coping with their 
job and leave during school holidays. 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 
Farmers in both localities were more satisfied than non-farmers with the 
flexibility of their working hours and their relationship with their employ- • 
ees (Table 1.38). Roma/Bungil farmers were more satisfied than non-
farmers in the same locality with their working environment, the kind of 
job they were doing, the opportunities for advancement and the respect 
they were given as a person. Roma/Bungil farmers were far more satisfied 
than Riverland farmers with many aspects of their job - the number of 
hours worked, the times of day/night they worked, the amount they • 
earned, their fringe benefits, their working environment, how interesting 
their job was, how well they were coping with their job, opportunities for 
advancement, leave during school holidays, what their job involved, the 
amount of pressure they were under and the respect they were given as a 
person. 
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1.4 Summary and conclusions 

The employment situation of parents in both rural localities was relatively 
good, with employment population ratios and unemployment rates being 
around the national average or above average. The exception to this was in 
Roma/Bungil where the labour force activity of sole mothers was relative
ly low. Most of the unemployed fathers in the two localities had previously 
worked as blue-collar workers and well over half had been out of work for 
less than 12 months. 

As to be expected farming was a major activity for parents in both the Riv
erland and in Roma/Bungil. In both localities employed parents were 
involved in employment servicing the population, such as community ser
vices and the retail trade. Roma/Bungil parents were more likely than 
Riverland parents to be involved in employment servicing the primary in
dustries, such as transport and storage, while Riverland parents were more 
likely than Roma/Bungil parents to be involved in value-added 
production. 

The proportion of self-employed parents was relatively high, although 
only around half of all self-employed couples in both rural localities were 
farming families, that is, a family where at least one parent was a farmer. 

The proportion of DSS Client families was relatively high for sole mothers 
in both localities and for couples in the Riverland. At least one parent was 
in paid employment in a relatively high proportion of DSS Riverland 
families. 

A relatively high proportion of employed Riverland parents had more 
than one job. 

In both localities parents who were farmers were more likely to work long
er hours than other employed parents. Fathers who were farmers were 
more likely than other employed fathers to work 50 or more hours a week, 
while mothers who were farmers were more likely than other mothers to 
work 35 or more hours a week. While only a small proportion of all em
ployed fathers worked less than 35 hours a week, in both localities mothers 
who were not farmers were more likely to work part-time than full-time. 

The employment situation of farmers and their partners was quite 
complex. Both parents were in paid employment in a relatively high pro
portion of farming couples, although both partners did not necessarily 
work at farming as their main occupation. Several farming parents also 
had a second job. Thus a substantial proportion of farming parents in both 
localities were employed in 'off the farm' occupations. The types of farm
ing in the two localities were very different, with farmers in the Riverland 
being predominantly fruit growers and those in Roma/Bungil beef! cattle 
farmers. Farming families were more likely than non-farming families to 
have low incomes. In the Riverland, for instance, twice the proportion of 
farming families than employed non-farming families received the Addi
tional Family Payment for low-income families. 

Most employed parents who were not farmers worked locally, while the 
majority of farmers lived on their farm. Since there was no local public 
transport in either area, the majority of employed parents drove to work. 
Given the local nature of employment and the use of the car to get to work, 
it is not surprising to find that travel times to work were relatively short, 
with more than half of all parents taking 10 minutes or less to get to work. 
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Parents were asked about obstacles to moving for employment reasons. 
While fathers tended to refer to the cost of moving and housing related 
reasons, such reasons were not always more important to farmers than to 
non-farmers in each locality. Attachment to present location was a more 
important obstacle to moving for all Riverland fathers than for fathers in 
any other ALSS locality (hardly surprising given the nature of the River
land - what a lovely place). Mothers were more likely to give partner's job 
as an obstacle to moving than were fathers. 

A number of different aspects of employment were examined for fathers 
and mothers working full-time and mothers working part-time and for 
farmers and non-farmers. A number of differences emerged between the 
sets of groups. 

Mothers working part-time were less likely than full-time parents, while 
farmers were more likely than non-farmers to have to work outside 'nor
mal working hours'. Roma/Bungil fathers, who were not fathers, were 
more likely than other working parents to have to travel away from home 
overnight for work reasons. 

When people were asked to rate a number of different dimensions of their 
job on a scale, a majority of all parents thought that their job was valuable. 
Mothers were more likely to rate their jobs as safe than were fathers, while 
farmers were less likely to rate their jobs as safe than were non-farmers. 
Only a small minority of parents rated their job as boring. Mothers who 
worked part-time were more likely than other working parents to say that 
their job was enjoyable and had a relaxed pace of work, but also less likely 
to say it had opportunities for advancement. 

When asked about the effects of their work on other aspects of their life, a 
high proportion of parents said that work had a positive effect on their 
self-esteem. Mothers were more likely than fathers to say that work had a 
positive effect on their relationship with their partner, while fathers were 
more likely than mothers to say that work had a negative effect on their 
relationship with their children. Farmers were more likely than non
farmers to say that work had a positive effect on family relationships. 

When asked about the importance of different aspects of a job, parents 
tended to stress having a job with security, which earned them a good in
come, had responsibility, was satisfying and interesting. All parents placed 
great importance on good relationship with workmates and between em
ployer and employee. Mothers were more concerned about the hours that 
they worked and about having a job with little stress or pressure. Being 
able to work locally was also viewed as being of importance. Farmers were 
less concerned than non-farmers with aspects related to the hours that they 
worked and with opportunities for advancement or training. 

Overall, employed parents in the two rural localities were satisfied with 
their jobs. Parents were generally highly satisfied with many different as
pects of their work, such as the way they travelled to work, their capacity 
to cope with their job, the job itself and their relationships at work. The 
items on which most parents, particularly farmers, were least satisfied was 
the income earned and the fringe benefits.- In general, farmers in Ro
ma/Bungil were more satisfied with a number of different aspects of their 
work than were farmers in the Riverland. 

Although this analysis provides a fairly positive view of parental employ-
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ment in the Riverland and Roma/Bungil at the time of the Australian Liv
ing Standards Survey, employment initiatives need to be developed to 
assist unemployed blue collar males in the Riverland and single parents in 
Roma/Bungil in particular. In conclusion, it is also very important to re
iterate that while climatic conditions were favourable to the agricultural 
industry at the time when the survey was undertaken, the situation has 
deteriorated markedly since this time. Thus, if the survey were to be un
dertaken currently, a considerably less favourable employment situation 
would emerge, not only for those involved in the agricultural industry it
self, but for people whose livelihood is dependent upon that industry in 
many different ways. 
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Appendix 1.1: ABS Tables • 
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Appendix 1.2: Description of Income Measures 

The incomes of every person in the household 15 years of age and over for 
the previous financial year (period income) and at the time of the survey 
(weekly current income) were collected in the study. In a number of house
holds at least one person refused to give their income or did not know their 
income. There are, thus, no current income data for a number of house
holds in each area. The current income of self-employed people was 
imputed from their period income. 

A higher proportion of households in each locality have missing income 
data where these households contain a farming family. There are missing 
income data for 9 of the 79 farming households in the Riverland and 31 of 
the 80 farming households in Roma/Bungil compared to 11 of the 364 non
farming Riverland households and 41 of the 396 non-farming Ro
ma/Bungil households. 

Although income was collected at the time of the survey, every effort was 
made to collect 'usual' income rather than income received in that partic
ular week, so that, for instance, people who did not work in the survey 
week and did not receive any income did not record their current income 
as naught. In a small number of cases, where the wage and salary income 
of employed people was recorded as naught, current income was imputed 
from period income. 

In order to calculate 'net' income, tax was imputed to gross income using a 
tax program comprising tax rates, the dependent spouse rebate, the sole 
parent rebate, pensioner and beneficiary rebates and the Medicare levy. 
Child maintenance received was added to household income. Since it was 
not possible to collect farming incomes over a period of years, the income 
averaging provisions for farmers could not be applied in calculating net 
income (CCH Section 18-500)1. Therefore net income and poverty line mea
sures are missing for farmers and households that contain farming 
families. 

Individual incomes were aggregated into a household income. A modified 
version of the Henderson equivalence scale was applied to the total house
hold income to give a measure of income after needs had been taken into 
account, thus adopting the principal that total household income is pooled 
and shared. Other people living in the household - landlords, employees, 
nannies, flat-mates, friends and boarders aged 20 years and older were ex
cluded from the household for the purposes of the equivalent income 
calculation. While the assumption of pooling and sharing of household 
income may be problematic for households where there are other relatives, 
such households comprise only a very small proportion of households in 
the areas. The vast majority of households in all areas consisted only of 
parents with children aged less than 20 years. 

While the basic concept of the Henderson equivalence scale was accepted, 
it was modified in the following manner. Points were rounded to whole 
numbers, eliminating the decimal points, since it was not felt that there 
was a need for this level of detail.The distinction between children and 

I.CCH Section 18-500 onwards - ·The taxable income of a taxpayer carrying on a business of primary produc
tion is subject to an averaging system. The purpose of the averaging system is to provide a spreading of the tax 
burden for taxpayers engaged in primary production whose incomes are subject to wide fluctuation over good and 
bad years .... The average income is calculated by reference to the taxable income of the taxpayer over a maximum 
of 5 years 
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adults was retained and the Henderson age ranges retained. However, • 
children 18 years and older were treated as adults and no distinction was 
made between males and females or between adults of different ages. Fol-
lowing Henderson, people who were working or who were unemployed 
received more points than people who were not working and were not 
full-time post-secondary students. Those who were working part-time or 
who were unemployed were given fewer points than those who were • 
working full-time, while those who were full-time, post-secondary stu-
dents were given the same points as part-time workers. 

Although there are questions as to whether the incomes of self-employed 
people are artifidally lower than those on wages and salaries, it was de-
cided not to exclude self-employed people (apart from self-employed • 
farmers) from the analysis. The question of the relationship of indicators of 
living standards to income for self-employed people will be examined 
when further data becomes available. 

For more information about equivalence scales see Whiteford 1985. • 
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Report Two: Rural Child Care and Children's Services 2.1 

This chapter focuses upon child care and some other ser
vices used by children not yet at school, that is, children 

aged 0 to 5 years. 

2.1 Background 

2.1.1 The Riverland 

In the Riverland sample surveyed, there were 60 families (11.5 per cent) 
considered to be living in "out of town" areas and 462 families (88.5 per 
cent) living in the towns of Berri, Glossop, Renmark, Renmark North, Ren
mark South, Renmark West and Loxton. 

Similar proportions of "in town" and "out of town" families had primary 
school aged and younger children: 30 per cent of the out of town families 
had at least one child not yet at school, compared with 38 per cent of the 
town families; 55 per cent of the out of town families had primary school 
aged children, as did 54 per cent of the town families; 15 per cent of the out 
of town families had both primary school aged and younger children, as 
did 19 per cent of the town families. 

The majority of Riverland families were two-parent, especially among out 
of town dwellers (97 per cent in the out of town areas, 86 per cent in the 
towns), with 12 per cent of the town families being headed by single moth
ers (55 families) and two per cent of them headed by single fathers (8 
families). There ,was only one single mother- and one single father-headed 
family among the out of town Riverland families. . 

At the time of the survey there were two child care services operating in 
the town of Berri: Berri Regional Child Care Centre and Berri Family Day 
Care service. There was also a child care centre at Loxton, the Loxton Dis
trict Children's Centre. Playgroup Associations also operated in the 
towns. 

There were also several kindergartens, or pre-schools, in the three LGAs 
surveyed: Renmark Community Kindergarten, Loxton Pre-school and Ber
ri Community Pre-school, as well as "Monash Kinder and Primary School" 
and "Renmark West Pre-school Primary School". 

Aspects ojjamily living standards: a study ojjamilies in two rural areas 
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2.1.2 RomalBungil Shire 

In the Roma/Bungil Shire district, 220 (40.5 per cent) of the families sur
veyed lived in the largely "out of town" area of Bungil Shire and 323 (59.5 
per cent) lived in the town of Roma. 

Around half of both "in town" and "out of town" families had at least one 
child not yet at school: 47 per cent of the out of town families, compared 
with 51 per cent of the town families. Sixty-one per cent of the out of town 
families had primary school aged children, as did 55 per cent of the town 
dwelling families. Nearly a quarter (24 per cent) of both out of town and in 
town families had both primary school aged and younger children. 

The great majority of Roma/Bungil families were two-parent: 91 per cent 
in the out of town areas and 87 per cent in the town of Roma. Eleven per 
cent of the town families were headed by single mothers (36 families) and 
two per cent of them headed by single fathers (5 families). There were no 
single father families, but 20 single mother families (9 per cent) among the 
out of town, Bungil Shire families. 

At the time of the survey there was no child care centre in Roma or Bungil 
Shire, but there was a Family Day Care Scheme and a Playgroup Associa
tion operating from Roma. There were also several pre-school centres in 
Roma: Roma Kindergarten, Bungil Street Pre-school and Roma West Pre
school Centre. In Bungil Shire there was a Kindergarten and Playgroup 
located at Injune. 

Aspects ojjamily living standards: a study ojjamilies in two rural areas 
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2.2 Families with children not yet at school 

Of those Riverland families with children not yet at school, ninety per cent 
(177 families) lived in the towns and the remainder (18 families) in the out 
of town areas. Eleven of these out of town families (61 per cent) had both 
parents in paid employment, compared with 35 per cent of the town fam
ilies (62 families). The remaining seven out of town families had only one 
parent of a couple in paid employment, while this constituted the biggest 
single group (57 per cent) of town dwelling families (Table 2.1) . 

Of those Roma / Bungil families with children not yet at school, 61 per cent 
(164 families) lived in the town and the remaining 39 per cent (103 families) 
lived in the out of town areas. Thirty nine per cent of the out of town fam
ilies had both parents in paid employment, compared with 32 per cent of 
the town dwelling families (Table 2.1). The biggest single groups of both 
town and out of town families had only one parent of a couple in paid 
employment (57 per cent and 50 per cent respectively). 

Table 2.1: Employment circumstances of parents of pre·school aged children, 
by residence in town or out of town areas of the Riverland or RomalBungil Shire 

BerrilLoxtorv'Renmark Roma/Bungil 

% out of town %intown % out 01 town %intown 

refused 0 1 3 1 
couple-both working 61 35 39 32 

couple-onelboth not working 39 56 50 55 

sole parent-working 0 2 2 2 

sole parent-not working 0 6 7 9 

Total Families (n) 18 177 103 164 

In the Riverland, no single parents living in the out of town areas had chil
dren not yet at school, but 14 of the town dwelling families (8 per cent) 
were single parent-headed (Table 2.2). However, only three of these 14 
single parents were in paid employment. Thus, overall, there were 11 out 
of town and 65 in town families potentially requiring work-related child 
care for children not yet at school (0-5 years) in the Riverland sample. 

In Bungil Shire, of the nine single parents living in the out of town areas 
who had children not yet at school, only two were employed. Of the 18 
Roma town dwelling families of this type, only four single parents were in 
paid employment (Table 2.2). Thus, overall, there were 42 out of town and 
57 in town families potentially requiring work-related child care for chil
dren not yet at school (0-5 years) in Roma/Bungil. 

Table 2.2: Family circumstances of families with pre-school aged children, by 
residence in town or out of town areas of the Riverland or RomalBungil Shire. 

BerrilLoxtonlRenmark Roma/Bungil 

% out 01 town % in town % out 01 town %intown 

couple 100 92 91 88 
single lather 0 1 0 1 

single mother 0 7 9 11 

Total Families (n) 18 177 103 164 

Aspects ojjamily living standards: a study ojjamilies in two rural areas 
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2.3 Work-related child care • 
2.3.1 Children not yet at school 

There were 259 pre-school aged children in the Riverland sample. Some • 
162 children (63 per cent) did not need work-related child care because at 
least one parent was not in paid employment (data were missing for one 
case). The remaining 96 children (37 per cent), however, did need care 
while parents worked. In the Roma/Bungil sample there were 372 children 
not yet at school. Of these, the proportions of those who did and did not 
require care while parents worked were almost identical to those found in. 
the Riverland sample: 229 (62 per cent) children did not need work-related 
child care because at least one parent was not in paid employment and 136 
children (37 per cent) did need care while parents worked. The work status 
of parents of the remaining seven children was not known (1 %). 

2.3.2 Age distribution of the rural children not yet at school. 

There were larger proportions of five year olds in Roma/Bungil because 
children do not start primary school until their sixth year in Queensland 
(Table 2.3). There was also a larger proportion of babies under two years of 
age in out of town Riverland areas compared with Roma town. However, 
except for there being only one four year old child living in out of town 
Riverland, there were similar proportions of younger children in the two 
rural localities: around a fifth were two year olds, a fifth three year olds 
and a fifth four year olds. 

Table 2.3: Ages of children not yet at school by residence in town or out of 
town areas of the Riverland or Roma/Bungil Shire 

BerrilLoxtonlRenmark Roma/Bungil 

% out cllown %inlown % out ollown %inlown 

o years 29 15 12 17 
1 years 17 20 20 14 

2 years 25 22 22 20 

3 years 25 23 18 22 

4 years 4 19 19 18 

5 years 0 1 9 9 

Tolal Children (n) 24 235 147 225 

2.3.3 Types of child care used 

Table 2.4 presents the types of care utilised for children not yet at school 
whose parents were employed. This was a multiple response question, 
where parents might indicate a number of child care arrangements for the 
same child over a weekly period. 

As can be seen, in the Riverland the most commonly used forms of care 
were: where the child was looked after at home by parents who worked at 
home or worked alternate hours, which was more likely for out of town 
children (43 per cent out of town compared with around a quarter in 
town); family day care (29 per cent); grandparents in the child's home were 
used for 11 per cent of town children, but grandparents minding children 
elsewhere were much more common (20 per cent in town and 29 per cent 
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out of town); a council or government run centre (16 per cent of town chil
dren). Of course there was only a small number of out of town families 
where both parents or a single parent were in paid work, but nevertheless, 
there was a range of different types of care used for Riverland children. 

Table 2.4: Weekly work·related child care used for pre·school aged children 
Berri'LoxtonfRenmark Roma 

% out of lown %inlown % out of lown %inlown 

Parent(s) work pre-school hours 21 7 14 8 
Child looks after seH 0 0 3 0 

Parent(s) work at home 43 27 57 32 

Parents ahemate work hours 43 20 41 35 

Care by sibling 0 1 2 1 

Care by olher household member 0 2 0 0 

Mother lakes ch~d 10 work 21 4 26 6 

Father takes chnd to work 7 6 28 3 

Grandparent. in home 0 11 7 5 

Grandparent. elsewhere 29 20 3 5 

Other relative. in home 0 2 0 3 

Other relative. elsewhere 0 5 0 3 

Friend, neighbour, in home 0 4 2 3 

Friend, neighbour, elsewhere 14 9 2 6 

Paid baby-sitter, in home 0 5 2 4 
Paid baby-sitter, elsewhere 14 9 2 6 

Family day care 29 29 24 23 

Council. govt. centre 7 16 0 0 

Private centre 0 2 0 0 

Centre at fathers workplace 0 0 0 0 

Centre al mothers workplace 0 0 0 0 

Total Children (n) 14 82 58 78 
Note: Percentages do not sum to too due to multjJle responses. 

In Roma/Bungil, nearly half the children were cared for by parents work
ing at home: this was more likely for children who lived out of town (57 
per cent in Bungil Shire compared. with nearly a third in Roma town), and 
well over a third of children had parents working alternate hours (41 per 
cent in Bungil Shire and 35 per cent in Roma town). The next most com
monly used form of care was family day care (used. for nearly a quarter of 
the children of employed parents) and then mother or father taking the 
child to work with them, especially in Bungil Shire where well over a quar
ter of children were cared for in this way. No centre-based care was 
available for these families but there was less reliance upon grandparents 
or relatives, friends and neighbours than was the case in the Riverland. 

Sometimes two or more types of care were used for the same child, but 
around ten per cent of both Riverland and Roma/Bungil children had one 
parent who only worked while they were attending pre-school/ kinder
garten and so separate child care was not necessary for these youngsters_ 
Overall, the non-town children were more likely to be with their parents 
during the working day than were the town dwellers. 

Aspects offamily living standards: a study offamilies in two rural areas 
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2.3.4 Main type of weekly care • 
Next, children were categorised by the main type of weekly care used. This 
referred to the longest period of care for that pre-school aged child and, if 
there were two types of care of the same number of hours' duration, these 
children were categorised as having both formal and informal care. How- • 
ever, if of the same hours' duration, formal or informal forms of weekly 
care took precedence over within-household care in classifying main type 
of care for a particular child. Table 2.5 shows these categories of main type 
of weekly work-related child care used for Riverland and Roma/Bungil 
children not yet at school. 

Table 2.5: Main category of child care for pre·school aged children whose 
parents were in paid employment, by residence in/out of town in the 

Riverland or RomaiBungil Shire. 
BerrilLoxtorVRenmark RomaIBungil 

% out of town % in town % out of town % in town 

formal only 14 28 22 16 
formal & informal 14 17 2 8 

informal only 21 29 14 27 

in household 50 27 62 49 

Total Children (n) 14 82 58 77 

As stated above, over 60 per cent of pre-school aged children in both the 
Riverland and Roma/Bungil did not need work-related child care because 
a parent was not in paid employment. Of those children who did, the larg
est group was looked after by people living within the household, usually 
mother or father. This was especially so in Roma/Bungil, where well over 
half the children of employed parents were cared for at home. 

The next largest groups were those children with either predominantly 
formal care or an even mixture of formal and informal care (14 and 22 per 
cent of children of this age in the out of town areas and 28 and 16 per cent 
of children living in the towns of the Riverland and Roma/Bungil, respec
tively). However, it should be noted that these proportions represent only 
32 children with some formal care in Roma/Bungil and 41 in the 
Riverland. These children with some formal care were evenly spread be
tween Roma (town) and Bungil Shire (out of town) families, who tended to 
rely on family day care, but in the Riverland, most of them (90 per cent) 
lived in the towns. This is not due solely to the child care centres being 
located in the Riverland towns, but more to the greater density of popula
tion being concentrated in these towns and, therefore, constituting a 
greater proportion of the sample studied. 

Finally, there were smaller groups of children cared for informally by rel
atives, friends, neighbours or baby-sitters while their parent(s) worked. 
Similar proportions of children not yet at school in the Riverland towns 
and in Roma town were cared for informally while parents were engaged 
in paid employment (29 and 27 per cent respectively). For the out of town 
areas of the Riverland and Bungil Shire this was less likely, as it applied to 
only three and eight children, respectively. 

Of children not cared for by someone within the household, the location of 
child care was within their own residential Local Government Area, except 
for three children who were cared for outside their local area. 

Aspects of family living standards: a study of families in two rural areas 

• 

• 

•• 

• 

•• 

• 

• 

• 

• 



• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

. ' 
• 

• 

Report Two: Rural Child Care and Children's Services 2.7 

2.3.5 Proximity of relatives 

The availability of the children's grandparents and other relatives (partic
ularly aunts) for possible informal child minding was considered. All 
parents of children not yet at school were asked where their mothers, fa
thers, siblings and other family members lived, relative to themselves. 
Tables 2.6a, 2.6b and 2.7 present details of the proximity of at least one of 
the children's grandmothers and at least one of their parent's closest 
siblings. Of course, the percentages do not include families where parents' 
mothers were deceased or they had no living siblings. 

Table 2.6a: Proximity of at least one grandmother, by locality: 
all families 

BenilloxtorVRenmatk RomalBungil 

% out of town %intown % out of town % in town 

30 min. drive 89 66 43 38 
2 hour drive 6 7 20 19 

Further away 6 28 37 43 

Total families (n) 18 174 91 139 

As can be seen in Table 2.6a, the great majority of families in the Riverland, 
especially those living out of town, had a grandmother living nearby, with
in a 30 minute drive of their home. In Roma/Bungil this was not the case. 
Only around 40 per cent of families had a grandmother living this close, 
with around a further 20 per cent having a grandmother living within a 
two hour drive of their home. 

Table 2.6b: Proximity of at least one grandmother, by locality: 
_ where sole parent or both parents are in paid employment. 

BerrilLoxtorVRenmark Roma/Bungil 

% out of town % in town % out of town %intown 

30 min. drive 82 66 41 29 
2 hour drive 9 6 27 12 

Further away 9 28 32 59 

Total families 11 65 41 49 

When considering only families which need work-related child care due to 
parents' work commitments, Table 2.6b shows that around the same pro
portions of these families had grandmothers nearby. The difference was 
that Roma parents with children not yet at school who were in paid work 
were by far the least likely to have a grandmother living either within a 30 
minute drive, or even within a 2 hour drive of their home. The closer 
proximity of extended family members in the Riverland is reflected by the 
greater use of grandparents for child care there than in Roma/Bungil (see 
Table 2.4 above) . 

Table 2.7: Proximity of a parent's closest Sibling, by locality: 
all families 

BerrilLoxtonlRenmark Roma/Bungil 
% out oflown %inlown % out of lown %inlown 

30 min. drive 89 61 51 55 
2 hour drive 6 10 15 7 

Further away 6 29 34 39 
Tolal families (n) 18 174 93 148 

Aspects offamily living standards: a study offami/ies in two rural areas 
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Table 2.7 illustrates that there was not so much difference between the two 
localities regarding the children's closest-living aunt or uncle, although 
again the out of town Riverland families were the most likely to have a 
parental sibling living within a 30 minute drive. The Queensland rural 
community is, of course, much larger geographically then the Riverland, 
but of note is the fact that in over one third of the Roma/Bungil families 
with pre-school aged children, the children only had grandmothers or 
aunts/uncles living further away than a two-hour drive. This most proba-
bly also contributes to the reliance upon family day care for Roma/Bungil 
parents who were in paid employment. 

2.3.6 Weekly hours and costs of child care. 

• 

• 

• 

• 
Employed parents who did not care for children in their own household 
during working hours were asked about hours and costs of the formal or 
informal child care used. Table 2.8 presents the specific types of longest or 
main weekly period of care for the children about whom parents gave de
tails regarding weekly hours and costs of care (there were no details given 
concerning one Riverland child and one Roma child, both of whom used • 
informal care). 

Table 2.8: Specific type of FORMAL or INFORMAL child care for pre·school 
aged children whose parents were in paid employment, by residence. 

BerrilLoxtorVRenmark Roma/Bungil 

% out of town %intown %out ollown %intown 

grandparent 29 22 23 18 

other relative 0 3 0 8 

friend/neighbour 0 3 5 13 

baby·sitter 14 10 9 13 

family day care 43 40 64 47 

counciVgovemment centre 14 20 0 0 

private centre 0 2 0 0 

Total Children (n) 7 60 22 38 

Family day care was the main type of formal care used. In the Riverland, 
average hours were 22 per week and average costs were $44 per week (to
tal of 27 children). In Roma/Bungil average hours were 20 per week and 
average costs were $34 per week (total of 32 children). Centre-based care 
was used only by those in the Riverland. Average hours were 17 per week 
and average costs were $40 per week (total of 14 children). 

Grandparents provided most of the informal care to employed parents 
with pre-school aged children. With the exception of one family where the 
child lived with grandmother from Sunday afternoon to Friday afternoon, 
weekly hours of care by grandparents varied widely, from one to 40 hours, 
but the average number of hours was around 12 to 14 per week for the 15 
Riverland and 12 Roma/Bungil children concerned. The majority paid 
nothing for this grandparent care, but a few families, where grandmother 
looked after children for 20 to 40 hours per week paic\ up to $40 or $50 per 
week for this care. There were few children cared for informally by other 
relatives, friends or neighbours, but the average number of hours was 
around 12 per week and the average weekly cost was about $10. The hours 
of care supplied by paid baby-sitters ranged from 6 to 60 per week, with 
most of the 14 Riverland and Roma/Bungil children concerned having a 
babY-Sitter for around 15 hours or less. Costs also varied and these ranged 
from $15 to $65 per week, with an average of $35 in the Riverland and $29 
in Roma /BungiL 
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2.3.7 Fee Relief (Child Care Assistance> 

Families whose children were cared for by someone within the household 
while parents worked were not asked questions about government Child 
Care Assistance (which was called "Fee Relief' at the time of the survey). 
However, families who used some type of formal or informal child care for 
children who were not yet at school were asked about such assistance. 

Of the 28 per cent of Riverland parents who answered, half (27 families) 
had been assessed for fee relief eligibility and all but two of these were 
eligible. A further 41 per cent (22 families) had not been assessed and the 
remaining three parents who answered were not sure about it. Although 
six of the 25 families assessed as eligible did not know what weekly 
amounts were paid by the government, the remaining 19 families received 
weekly assistance ranging from $6 up to $113, with a median amount of 
$28. For the majority of these families (17 out of 25) this financial assistance 
was for one child only, but for eight families, it helped with the costs of 
formal child care for two pre-school aged children. 

Although 20 per cent of the Roma/Bungil parents answered questions 
about fee relief, fewer families had been assessed for eligibility than was 
the case in the Riverland. This was probably due to the lack of a child care 
centre in this rural Queensland locality at the time of the survey. However, 
30 per cent (16 families) of those who answered had been assessed for fee 
relief eligibility and all but two were eligible. A further 61 per cent (33 
families) had not been assessed and the remaining five parents gave no 
information about these matters. Although nearly half of the 16 families 
assessed as eligible did not know what weekly amounts were paid by the 
government, the remaining 8 families received weekly assistance ranging 
from $10 up to $100, with a median amount of $25. Two parents gave no 
information about the number of children for whom such financial assis
tance was needed. However, for a third of these families it helped with the 
costs of formal child care for one child only, for another third it was for two 
children and for three families it helped with the costs of three or four pre
school aged children. 

2.3.8 Why is formal care not used? 

For children whose parents were in paid employment and who were nor
mally either cared for informally outside the home, or by someone within 
the household, parents were asked why formal care was not used for the 
child. Table 2.9 shows that by far the most common reason given for not 
using formal care was that someone in the household looked after the child 
during parental working hours (for 90 and 84 per cent of out of town chil
dren and 61 and 68 per cent of town dwelling children in the Riverland and 
Roma/Bungil, respectively). The next most common responses, listed for 
between a quarter and half of children, were that the child should not be 
cared for by strangers, the present carer offered to mind the child and that 
a familiar place is better for children of this age. 

Aspects offamily living standards: a study offamilies in two rural areas 



• 
Report Two: Rural Child Care and Children's Services 2.10 

• 
Table 2.9: Why formal child care is NOT being used 

for children not yet at school 
BerrilloxtonlRenmark Roma/Bungil 

% out of town % in town % out of town % in town 

Does not exist in this area 10 7 32 8 

Someone in the household does h 90 61 84 68 • 
Do not want child care by strangers 40 28 45 31 

Poor qual~y of care at local centres 0 0 5 2 

Present carer offered to do h 30 46 30 29 

We cannot afford other forms of care 40 13 9 20 

Do not know about other care types 10 15 5 5 • Familiar place is better for children 50 26 39 41 

Formal care is too inflexble re times 10 20 14 12 

Other care is too hard to organise 10 11 23 7 

Child would not f~ in 0 0 2 0 

Child does not like formal care 0 0 0 3 

Child has a disabil~ 0 0 0 0 • Not appropriate for our cutture 0 0 0 0 

Other reason 0 4 14 12 

Total Children (n) 10 46 44 59 
Note: I'9rcenrages do no/ sum to 100 duo to muhip/e respons9S. 

For relatively few children did parents indicate that they could not afford • 
formal care - 10 children in the Riverland, 12 in Roma town and four in 
Bungil Shire. Parents of the Bungil Shire children were the most likely to 
say that formal care did not exist in their area (32 per cent) or that it was too 
difficult to organise (23 per cent), while for between 10 and 20 per cent of 
all the children, parents felt that formal care was too inflexible regarding 
hours or times. Also, the parents of a few children not yet at school did not • 
know about formal care in their area (8 in the Riverland and 5 in Ro
ma/Bungil). Finally, there was virtually no criticism of the quality of care 
at local centres and no concerns about the child not fitting in to a formal 
care setting or the cultural suitability of such settings. 

2.3.9 Why is formal care used? 

For children with parents in paid employment who normally attended 
formal child care, parents were asked why formal care was being used for 

• 

that child. Overall, very few children had formal care. This was especially • 
so in the out of town areas of the Riverland, where only four children were 
involved. Due to such a small number, the percentages of responses for 
this handful of children will not be considered in the following discussion. 
In contrast, the biggest group of children attending formal care was that in 
the Riverland towns, where there were both child care centres and family 
day care used. For the Roma/Bungil children, parents were basically com- • 
menting on family day care services. 

• 
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Table 2.10: Why formal child care IS being used for children not yet at school 
BerrVloxtonlRenmark Roma 

% out of town % in town %outoftown % in town 

No relative or friend available 50 75 64 61 
Good, caring atmosphere for chad 100 97 79 94 

Vwe 6ke what the child learns 75 83 79 61 

Vwe trust the person who is carer 100 92 86 89 

~ prepares the child for school 50 53 57 33 

Cost is affordable 75 83 64 50 

Can get the govemment subsidy 50 67 43 39 

Employer subsidises the cost 25 3 0 0 

Hours available are convenient 75 92 57 83 
location is convenient 25 83 57 78 

~ is flexible about times 25 67 50 94 
~ was recommended by someone 50 50 43 39 

At the time there was little choice 0 42 64 61 

Age of child was a problem elsewhere 25 6 7 22 

Close to work ij l!we are needed 25 58 50 67 

Child is with his/her friends 25 42 57 44 

Child wal anend school with friends 25 36 21 33 
Other reasons 50 0 0 0 

Total Children (n) 4 36 14 18 
Note: Percentages do not sum to 100 due to mu/tj>le responses. 

Table 2.10 indicates that the most common reasons listed for using formal 
care were those concerning the environment for the child: a good caring 
atmosphere, liking what the child learns and trusting the carer. The next 
most common reasons given concerned the convenience of location (over 
half the children were sent to care near where a parent worked), conve
nient hours and flexibility of times. Parents of over 80 per cent of the 
Riverland town children also listed affordability, and, for two thirds, re
ceiving the government subsidy, as reasons for using formal care. For 
between a third to around half the children, parents said the child was with 
his/her friends, would attend school with these friends or that formal 
child care prepared the child for school. 

There were, however, some less positive reasons for sending children to 
formal care. For more than two-thirds of the children, parents said they 
had no friend or relative available (more likely in the Riverland towns) 
and, for between 42 and 64 per cent of children, parents said there was little 
choice at the time (more likely in Roma/Bungil). Only a few parents said 
the age of the child was a problem elsewhere (this related to only seven 
children). 

2.3.10 Who cares for the child when sick? 

When the care was not normally provided within the household, parents 
were asked who cared for sick pre-school aged children during parents' 
normal working hours. Responses presented here report upon who "often" 
or "always" took such responSibility. Table 2.11 shows responses when the 
child was normally cared for informally (by friends, relatives, neighbours 
or baby-sitters) and Table 2.12 shows responses when the child normally 

Aspects o//amily living standards: a study o//amilies in two rural areas 
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had formal care (centre based or family day care). Again, although very 
small numbers of children were involved, some indication is given of dif
ferent trends for different forms of care. 

Table 2.11: Who 'often' or 'always' cares for a sick child when the child 
normally has INFORMAL child care 

BemLoxtonlRenmari< Roma/Bungil 

% out 01 town % in town % out 01 town % in town 

Nonnal care continues 0 42 13 33 

Looks after himlherseH 0 0 0 0 

Mother 33 42 38 43 

Father 0 21 25 0 

Step-mother 0 0 0 0 

Step-lather 0 0 0 0 

Older brother/sister 0 0 13 0 

Grandparent 67 29 13 24 

Another relative 0 0 13 10 

Alriend 0 0 0 0 

Other arrangement 0 0 0 0 

Total Children (n) 3 24 8 21 

Note: Percentages do not sum to 100 due to multiple responses. 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

When children normally had informal care, it was most common either for .• 
mother to look after them when sick or for their normal care to continue. 
Next most likely carers for sick children were grandparents and, lastly, fa-
thers (for 7 out of 56 children) or other relatives (3 children). 

Table "2.12: Who 'often' or 'always' cares for a sick child when the child 
normally has FORMAL child care 

., BemLoxtonlRenmari< Roma/Bungil 

% out of town % in town %outoftown % in town 

Nonnal care continues 0 8 14 33 

Looks after himlherseH 0 0 0 0 

Mother ·100 69 50 50 

Father 0 8 0 6 

Step-mother 0 0 0 0 

Step-lather 0 0 0 0 

Older brother/sister 0 0 7 6 

Grandparent 0 6 0 0 

Another relative 0 0 7 0 

Alriend 0 0 0 0 

Other arrangement 0 3 0 0 

Total Children (n) 4 36 14 18 

Nore: Percentages do nor sum to 100 due to multiple responses. 

When children normally had formal care it was most likely that mother 
would have to take time off work to care for them when sick. Although in 
some cases normal care continued, and this was more likely with family 
day care than with centre based care, it was most unlikely that fathers or 
others wOlild care for sick children. 
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2.3.11 Dissatisfaction with child care 

Again when the care was not normally provided within the household, 
parents were asked about satisfaction with informal or formal work
related child care for their children not yet at school. Satisfaction with the 
items listed in Tables 2.13 and 2.14 was indicated by circling a number on 
a scale from 1 to 9, where 1 was "extremely dissatisfied", 5 was "mixed 
feelings" and 9 was "extremely satisfied". Although the same small number 
of parents reported on these item, the great majority were either clearly or 
highly satisfied (as shown by circling a 6 or higher on the scale presented) 
with the child's care arrangements. However, some parents were either 
dissatisfied or had mixed feelings about a child's arrangements, and this is 
reflected in Tables 2.13 and 2.14. 

Table 2.13: INFORMAL care: percentages of 'dissatisfaction' or 'mixed feelings' 
about aspects of the child's main weekly care 

BerrVLoxtonlRenmark RomalBungil 

% out 01 town %intown %out 01 town % in town 

The cost 0 9 0 14 
The person who is the carer 0 0 13 5 
The level 01 training 01 stall 0 0 13 0 

The activ~ies of the chidren 0 0 13 5 

Arrangements when child is sick 0 0 13 14 
How happy the child is at care 0 0 0 5 

What the child learns at care 0 4 0 5 
Opportun~ to mix w~ others 67 0 13 0 

The hours Vwe can get care 0 9 0 5 

Convenience 01 location to work 0 9 0 14 

Services lor non-English speakers 0 4 0 0 

The respect Vwe receive as a person 0 0 0 5 
Understanding of our cutture/ethnic~y 0 0 0 0 

Total Children (n) 3 24 9 21 
Note: Percentages do not sum /0 tOO due /0 mulJip/e responses. 

Table 2.14: FORMAL care: percentages of 'dissatisfaction' or 'mixed feelings' 
about aspects of the child's main weekly care 

BerrVLoxtonlRenmark RomatBungil 

% out 01 town % in town %outoftown % in town 

The cost 0 29 29 33 

The person who is the carer 0 0 0 6 

The level 01 training 01 staff 0 3 21 29 

The activ~ies of the children 0 6 7 22 

Arrangements when child is sick 0 22 14 17 
How happy the child is at care 0 11 0 0 

What the child leams at care 0 9 0 29 
Opportun~ to mix with others 0 9 0 6 

The hours li.we can get care 0 6 14 0 
Convenience of location to work 50 0 0 0 

Services for non-English speakers 25 6 7 6 
The respect Vwe receive as a person 0 0 0 0 

Understanding of our cuhure/ethnic~y 0 0 0 6 

Total Children (n) 4 36 14 19 
Nole: Percentages do not sum to tOO due /0 mU/tf3le responses. 
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For children who had informal care (Table 2.13), there was very little dis
satisfaction with aspects of care used. However, there were higher pro
portions of parents registering dissatisfaction for some aspects of their 
child's formal care arrangements (Table 2.14). The three main concerns 
were: the cost (for around 30 per cent of all these children); arrangements 
made when the child was sick (for around 18 per cent); the level of training 
of staff (around 25 per cent in Roma/Bungil). In addition, a few parents 
were concerned about the child's activities, what they learn and the gen
eral social milieu of the care setting. Finally, services for non-English 
speakers were of concern for to the parents of five children. 

2.3.12 Work-related child care at nights or on weekends. 

• 

• 

• 

• 
Parents were asked whether or not they required care at night or on week
ends for those children who normally had formal or informal care while 
parents worked (that is, not by people with whom they actually lived). • 
Seven Riverland and 11 Roma/Bungil families said yes, and they were 
asked to explain the arrangements they made for this child care, as well as 
any difficulties encountered in doing so. 

Five parents said they had no difficulty in arranging this sort of "out of 
hours" care or that the usual care continued. Five said they used grand- • 
parents and four said a friend or neighbour would mind the children. For 
three families, a paid baby-sitter came to the house. These were parents 
who were "on call" or worked regular shift work and so needed fixed care 
arrangements - they could not leave it to chance. Indeed, availability of 
carers seemed somewhat of a problem for three families: two said they 
usually used family day care - but sometimes couldn't get anyone, and a • 
third parent just said "it depends upon availability". 

2.3.13 Demand for formal child care places 

In order to gauge demand, all parents of children not yet at school were 
asked about waiting lists for child care centres. Twelve Riverland families 
(6 per cent) and eleven Roma/Bungil families (4 per cent) were presently 
wanting a place for their children. This involved 22 and 23 children in the 
respective localities, as most parents wanted places for two children. How
ever, most parents also wanted casual places or "whatever is available". 
Only five families wanted part-time places and two families wanted full
time child care places. 

Parents with children at a child care centre or who were looking for a place 
at a centre were asked where they would prefer the centre to be located. Of 
course this question did not apply to the great majority of families, but, of 
those who answered, choices were very similar for the two rural localities 
studied: around half the parents wanted a centre close to home and around 
half wanted a centre close to mother's work place. Only two town dwelling 
families wanted a centre close to father's work place and these were not 
single father-headed families. 

Finally, of the 24 Riverland families who preferred a centre near their 
home, half would prefer it to be close to a pre-school centre and 40 per cent 
would like it close to a primary school. Of the 20 Roma/Bungil families 
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who preferred a centre near their home, a quarter would prefer it to be 
close to a pre-school centre and half said it didn't matter. A quarter would 
like it close to a primary school, but again, half said it didn't matter. The 
majority - 16 out of 24 Riverland parents and 12 out of 20 Roma/Bungil 
parents - said it didn't matter if a child care centre was near a shopping 
centre or not and the issue of being close to public transport was generally 
regarded as "not applicable" to these two rural LGA's. 

2.3.14 Summary of work-related child care for children not yet at school 

The majority of children not yet at school (aged 0-5) had at least one parent 
not in paid employment and 50 did not require work-related child care (63 
and 62 per cent in the Riverland and Romal Bungil, respectively). 

Of those 0-5 year old children who did require care while parents worked, 
the most commonly used form of care in both the Riverland and Romal 
Bungil was where the child was looked after at home by parents who 
worked at home or worked alternate hours (more than one third of such 
children in the Riverland and nearly half of the Romal Bungil children). In 
families living "out of town", parents were also quite likely to have chil
dren at work with them. Around 30 per cent of Riverland children needing 
care were looked after by grandparents and a further 30 per cent used 
family day care. While nearly a quarter of Romal Bungil children used 
family day care only ten per cent were cared for by grandparents. Centre 
care was used by nearly a fifth of Riverland children who needed work
related care but there was no child care centre there at the time of the 
survey. 

Children in the Riverland were more likely to have grandmothers living 
nearby then were those in Romal Bungil, which is reflected by the higher 
incidence of grandparent care in the Riverland. 

For both rural localities, average hours for family day care were around 21 
per week and average costs were around $34-$44 per week. In the River
land, centre-based care was, on average, of 17 hours per week duration and 
cost an average of about $40 per week. A number of parents in both local
ities received child care assistance and this ranged from $6 to $113 per 
week, with a median amount of $26. Hours and costs of paid baby-sitters 
varied greatly, as did hours of grandparent care, although this tended to be 
of fewer hours and was most commonly free of charge. 

For children with informal care, it was most common that either their nor
mal care would continue or mother would care for them if they were sick. 
Grandparents were also likely to help and th~n fathers. However, for chil
dren with formal types of care, the great majority were cared for by 
mother, with only a few children staying with their family day care 
worker. 
There was very little dissatisfaction with aspects of care used, but three 
aspects of formal care arrangements caused some concern. These were the 
cost (for around 30 per cent of all these children), arrangements made 
when the child was sick (for around 18 per cent) and the level of training 
of staff (around 25 per cent in Romal Bungil). 
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2.4 Non-work related child care 

All parents of children not yet at school were asked about their ability to 
get child care, or baby-sitters, for social outings at nights or on weekends 

• 

• 

and Table 2.15 presents their answers. • 

Table 2.15: Abilily 10 get baby-sitters when going out at night or on weekends, by 
residence in town or out of town areas of the Riverland or Roma/Bungil Shire. 

BerrilLoxtonlRenmark RomaIBungil 

% out of town %intown % out of town %intown 

Never, rarely 0 12 10 9 • 
Sometimes 11 10 6 15 

Often, always 44 50 28 24 

Take children 44 27 48 44 

Do not go out 0 2 5 7 

No answer 0 0 4 1 • Total families (n) 18 177 103 164 

Nearly half of the Riverland parents said they could "often" or "always" get 
a baby-sitter when needed, especially those living in the towns, but around 
a third of them always took the children with them, and this was most 
common when they lived out of town. These proportions were largely re- • 
versed for Roma/Bungil parents, where nearly half always took the 
children with them (this time just as likely for both town and non-town 
parents), while around a quarter cent could "often" or "always" get a baby-
sitter. Very few parents could never get a baby-sitter, but nearly a fifth of 
parents, overall, reported being able to find a carer only "rarely" or "some-
times". There were also a few parents who said they never went out and • 
this was more likely among the Roma/Bungil parents, perhaps partly due 
to the relatively more geographically isolated position of some of these 
families. 

" 

Parents were also asked who most commonly baby-sat for them on these 
social occasions. Table 2.16 shows that grandparents were the most likely • 
to often or always baby-sit, followed by, in the Riverland, friends/ neigh-
bours, paid baby-sitters, other relatives, then someone in the household 
and, in Roma/Bungil, paid baby-sitters, other relatives, then friends/ 
neighbours. As discussed above, there was less calling upon child minders 
in Roma/Bungil since the majority of those parents either took children 
with them, only needed baby-sitting occasionally or said they did not go • 
out socially. 

• 

• 
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Table 2.16: Who 'often' or 'always' minds pre·school aged children when 
parents go out at night or on weekends, by type of residential locality 

BerrVLoxtonlRenmark Roma/Bungil 

% out of town % in town %outoftown % in town 

Older brother or sister baby-s~s 0 3 1 2 
Someone else in household 6 4 0 2 

Grandparents living elsewhere 39 26 17 11 

Other relatives. elsewhere 6 5 4 5 

Friends or neighbours 11 8 1 6 

Paid baby-sitters 0 9 5 4 

Baby-sitting club' exchanges 0 3 0 0 

Child care provided at venues 0 1 0 0 

Other arrangements 0 1 0 1 

Total Families (n) 18 In 103 164 

Not.: Percentages do not sum to lOO due to multipls responsss. 

2.4.1 Child care for other activities 

Parents were also asked whether they needed child care for other activities 
in their daily life. They were asked specifically about child care while shop
ping, attending classes or lectures, for visiting doctors or attending 
appointments or caring for sick relatives, etc. Only information about 
shopping and attending doctors or appointments is presented in tabular 
form here, because few parents attended classes or lectures. 

Table 2.17: Who 'often' or 'always' minds pre·school aged children when 
parents go out shopping, by type of residential locality 

BerrilLoxtonlRenmark Roma/Bungil 

% out of town % in town % out of town %intown 

Done while child at kinder or care 6 8 20 7 

Child·looks after herfhimse~ 0 0 1 0 

Cared for by older brother or sister 0 1 2 1 

Partner or someone in the household .. 11 15 7 16 

Child is taken along 83 78 66 71 

Informal (friend/neighbour/relative) 0 4 2 5 

Formal occasional care centre 0 1 1 0 

Paid baby-sitter 0 0 0 1 

Some other arrangement 0 0 0 0 

Total Families (n) 18 In 103 164 

Nole: Percentages dc.not sum /0 too due /0 mulliple responses. 

In most cases, pre-school aged children were often or always taken along 
to do the shopping - although there were higher proportions of parents 
saying this in -the Riverland than in Roma/Bungil. A fifth of out of town 
parents in Bungil Shire compared with around seven per cent of Riverland 
parents shopped while children were at kindergarten or child care (Table 
2.17). This may reflect greater relative travelling distances to shopping 
centres for people living in Bungil Shire who needed to travel to Roma 
town or further. There were also quite a number of families where the child 
was left behind and minded by the other parent or another household 
member. 
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• 
Table 2.18: Who 'often' or 'always' minds pre·school aged children when 

parents go to lectures or classes, by type of residential locality 
Berri'LoxtonlRenmark RomalBungil 

% out of town % in town %outoftown %intown 

Done while child at kinder or care 50 3 0 11 • 
Child looks after her/himseH 0 0 0 0 

Cared for by older brother or sister 0 0 0 0 

Partner or someone in the household 100 52 45 33 

Child is taken along 0 3 9 0 

Informal ~riendlneighbour/relative) 0 14 0 11 

Formal occasional care centre 0 3 9 0 • 
Paid baby'sitter 0 7 0 11 

Some other arrangement 0 3 0 0 

Total Families (n) 2 29 11 9 

Note: Percentages do not sum to 100 due to muJlip/e responses. 

• Except for 29 town dwelling families in the Riverland, there were few par
ents attending lectures or classes (Table 2.18). For those who were, the 
child was most likely to be minded by the other parent or another house
hold member, with a few children being cared for by friends, neighbours, 
relatives or paid baby-sitters. Two parents took children to an Occasional 
Care centre while they attended classes or lectures. • 

Table 2.19: Who 'often' or 'always' minds pre·school aged children when 
parents go to doctors or other appointments, or need to care 

for sick relatives etc. by type of residential locality 
BerrilLoxtOnlRenmark Roma/Bungil 

% out of town % in town % out ollown %intown 

Done while child at kinder or care 11 7 13 8 

Child looks after her/himseH 0 1 1 1 

Cared for by older brother or sister 0 4 0 1 

Partner or someone in the household 50 29 21 26 

Child is taken along 39 36 42 44 

Informal (friendlneighbour/relative) 6 6 5 7 

Formal occasional care centre 0 1 0 0 

Paid baby·sitter 0 0 0 1 

Some other arrangement 0 0 0 0 

Total Families (n) 18 177 103 164 
Note: Percentages do /lOt sum to 100 due to multfJle responses. 

When parents visited doctors, had other appointments or went to help sick 
relatives, pre-school aged children were most likely to be "often" or "al
ways" taken along (Table 2.19). There were slightly higher proportions of 
parents saying this in Roma/Bungil than in the Riverland, but the pattern 
was very similar. Similar also were th~ proportions of parents who (in rank 
order of frequency); left the child with the other parent or another house
hold member; took care of such matters while the children attended 
kindergarten or normal child care; asked a friend, neighbour or relative to 
mind the children. 
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2.4.2 Satisfaction 

Finally, parents were asked how satisfied they were with child care ar
rangements for the above non-work related activities as indicated by 
circling a number on a scale from 1 to 9, where 1 was "extremely dissatis
fied", 5 was "mixed feelings" and 9 was "extremely satisfied". The great 
majority were either clearly or highly satisfied (as shown by circling a 6 or 
higher on the scale presented) with their arrangements. 

Table 2.20: Percentages of parents who were 'dissatisfied' or had 'mixed 
feelings' about child care arrangements used for the non·work related 

purposes listed, by type of residential locality 
BerrVLoxtonlRenmark Roma/Bungil 

% out 01 town %intown % ol/l 01 town % in town 

To go shopping 6 20 16 12 

For doctors, appointments, etc. 6 18 14 .12 
To attend lectures or classes 0 4 5 4 

Other important activities 0 2 4 3 

Total Families (n) 18 1n 103 164 
No": Percentages do not sum to 100 due to multiple respDnsss. 

However, some parents were either dissatisfied or had mixed feelings 
about arrangements, especially for shopping or attending doctors, ap
pointments or sick relatives (Table 2.20). This applied to around a fifth of 
town dwelling families in the Riverland and 12 per cent living in Roma 
town, as well as around 15 per cent of out of town Bungil Shire families 
and six per cent of out of towners in the Riverland. 

2.4.3 Formal Occasional Care services. 

All parents with children not yet at school were also asked whether or not 
there were Occasional Child Care services available to them in their local 
area. If so, they were asked whether or not they had used these services 
and how adequate was their provision. 

Discounting seven parents who did not answer, there was quite a differ
ence in the proportions of Riverland as compared with Roma/Bungil 
parents who knew anything about the supply of Occasional Care services: 
of the Riverland group, four per cent did not know what was meant by 
"Occasional Care" and a further 29 per cent did not know if it was available 
to them; of the Roma/Bungil group, these proportions were 12 per cent 
and 37 per cent respectively. The main contrast, however, was regarding 
the known availability, or lack therebf, of Occasional Care places. Thirteen 
per cent of Riverland parents and 29 per cent of Roma/Bungil parents said 
Occasional Care did not exist in the area, while over half of the Riverland 
parents (54 per cent) but only a fifth of Roma/Bungil parents (20 per cent) 
said it did exist, which was most likely due to the latter group having no 
child care centre operating in their Local Government Area at the time of 
the survey. 

Parents with knowledge of the existence of Occasional Care in their area 
were then asked about usage and availability of Occasional Care. Over 
two-thirds of both Riverland and Roma/Bungil parents said they never 
used such services. A further 30 per cent of both Riverlands and Ro-
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ma/Bungil parents had used Occasional Care "rarely" or "sometimes", but 
only four Riverland and one Roma family had used Occasional Care "of
ten" or "very often". Despite this low level of use, 60 per cent of Riverland 
parents and half of the Roma/Bungil parents rated the availability of these 
services in their area as "good" or "excellent". 
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2.5 General difficulties with child care 

Before moving on to discussion of the use of playgroups and pre-schools 
by the two samples of rural families, the parents' reports about difficulties 
surrounding child care for children not yet at school will be discussed. 
Parents were asked whether or not, in the last 3 years, the "arrangement, 
cost, location, quality, etc. of child care" had led to any of the problems or 
difficulties presented in Table 2.21. 

Table 2.21: Percentages of parents who had experienced difficuties with child 
care arrangements over the past 3 years, by type of residential locality 

BerrilLoxtonlRenmark RomaIBungil 

% out of town % in town % out of town % in town 

I/we have had financial difficuhies 0 10 5 4 

Changed child care due to costs 0 8 0 2 

Changed care - problems with quality 6 2 3 2 

Parent not able to seek work 0 6 1 4 

Parent had to give up their job 0 3 3 3 

Parent had to change their job 0 3 0 2 

Took job to fit in with ava~able care 0 10 5 7 

Parent worked fewer hours than wanted 0 5 4 4 

Parent was unable to take better job 0 3 3 2 

Had dnficutties within the family 0 2 1 2 
Family had to buy a second car 0 2 1 2 

Difficutties caused personal stress 0 6 5 5 

Child was upset 0 4 2 3 

Total Families (n) 18 177 103 164 

Note: Percentages do not sum to lOO due la multiple responses. 

As can be seen, few parents reported difficulties. Although these questions 
were asked of all parents with children not yet at school, so as to include 
those who were not in paid employment along with those who were, some 
of the items pertain to the actual use of care - most of which was required 
for work-related purposes. It must also be remembered that, overall, a fair
ly small proportion of parents required child care outside of their own 
home. Nevertheless, some parents either experienced some hardship or 
had to make unwelcome compromises due to these family responsibilities. 
In the Riverland, almost all of these difficulties involved town dwelling 
families, while in Roma/Bungil the majority were experienced by town 
families but a number of out-of towners also reported difficulties. Prob
lems mainly fell into three areas: financial difficulty, curtailment of paid 
employment and emotional stress. 

In the Riverland, 18 families (10 per cent) reported child care causing fi
nancial difficulties and 14 (8 per cent) had changed their child care because 
of costs. In Roma town, 7 families (4 per cent) and in Bungil Shire,S fami
lies (5 per cent) had also experienced financial difficulties although only 3 
had changed their child care due to this. 

The most common employment difficulty was having to take a job which 
fitted in with available child care (18 Riverland and 16 Roma/Bungil fam
ilies). Other problems were having to work fewer hours than wanted (9 
Riverland and 11 Roma/Bungil families), not being able to seek work at all 
(11 Riverland and 8 Roma/Bungil families) and a parent having to give up 
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their job (5 Riverland and 8 Roma/Bungil families). 

Emotional stress surrounding child care was also experienced by some 
families. Eleven Riverland and 13 Roma/Bungil families said that child 
care difficulties had caused personal distress to parents. Seven Riverland 

• 

• 

and Roma/Bungil families said that their child had been upset by some • 
aspect of child care. 

2.5.1 Additional comments about child care 

After providing all of the above information, parents were given the op
portunity to make additional comments about child care arrangements. 
This included all parents, whether in or out of paid employment. Thirty 
Riverland and 24 Roma/Bungil parents did so. Most of these extra com
ments fell into three main categories. First, a small minority expressed 
satisfaction with current arrangements. Second, about a third of the River
land and half of the Roma/Bungil parents said either that child care was 
not needed or the child was too young for care or that they preferred to 
care for children in their own home. Thirdly, again about a third of River
land and half of Roma/Bungil parents complained about the provision, 
costs or quality of care available in their local areas. These comments will 
be discussed in more detail. 

Complaints from Riverland parents were evenly divided between cost is
sues - they could not afford child care, or the government should provide 
better subsidies to parents, and comments that the system was too inflexi
ble, there was not enough choice or there were no satisfactory centres. For 
example, "Very limited choice of family day care providers in Berri" and 
"There is no satisfactory child care centre in Renmark". 

Only two of the Roma parents were concerned about costs of child care. 
The remainder of parents who complained about child care said that the 
quality of existing services was poor or that there was a shortage of 
services. For example, "Roma needs an occasional child care centre" and 
"(we are) located 50 kms from town and if good quality child care was 
available I would work if I could." 
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2.6 Playgroups 

Before asking about pre-school, or kindergarten, parents were asked about 
their child's participation in playgroups. Many parents had taken children 
to playgroups: just over half (n=140) of the Riverland children not yet at 
school had participated in a local playgroup, while just over a third 
(n=131) of Roma/Bungil children not yet at school had done so. Parents 
who had taken their children to playgroup were asked what affect this had 
on themselves and on their children. Almost all of the parents who an
swered these questions were mothers and so it is the effect of playgroups 
upon mothers and children which will be discussed. 

2.6.1 Effect on children 

The vast majority of both Riverland and Roma/Bungil mothers felt that 
playgroups had had a very positive effect upon their children not yet at 
school. The most common responses centred around two themes: social 
and developmental. Social aspects were the enjoyment and pleasure for ' 
the child, making new friends, learning to mix and share with other 
children. For example, the mother of a two-year old girl (Berri) said "She 
learns that she has to wait her turn for swings and mix with other chil
dren", and the mother of a four year old boy (Bungil Shire) said "Being on 
a farm, he does not see other children so the social interaction has been 
beneficial. He looks forward to it." A few parents said that participation in 
playgroups prepared children for pre-school or primary school situations 
because it was getting them used to other adults and organised activities. 
Also, children could make friends with other children who would be at
tending the same pre-school or primary school. 

Developmental aspects included improved speech and communication 
skills, and muscular co-ordination, through varied and structured activi
ties not available at home. For example, the mother of a four year old girl 
(Roma) was pleased with "interaction between children and gross and fine 
motor co-ordination activities" and the mother of an 18 month old boy 
(Loxton) said "He is speaking a lot more; more interested in books and 
things. Enjoys playing with other children". 

There was a small group of children in each locality for whom mothers 
said playgroups had had little or no effect (7 in Riverland , 5 in Ro
ma/Bungil) and a similar group of very young children, generally 6-18 
months old, whom mothers felt were too young for playgroup activities to 
affect them - some just went along with older siblings (8 in both the River
land and Roma/Bungil). Finally, there were three Roma children for 
whom mothers felt the playgroup had had negative consequences: one 
mother of a four year old said the child didn't like going and "would rather 
come home", another mother, of a two-year old, said the effect was "nega
tive because there was no discipline", and the mother of another two-year 
old said "he went once, caught the measles and has never gone again". 
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2.6.2 Effect on mothers 

The effects upon mothers were also very positive in the vast majority of 
cases. Most mothers reported that the playgroup had been a great source 
of social contact for them and a relief from isolation, boredom or domestic 
chores - as one mother put it, "it gives me a rest". Many said that it was 
good to talk to other adults and make friends in their local area. For exam
ple one Riverland mother said "1 liked talking to other mothers and getting 
out of the house for a change". Another felt that playgroup had been "Great 
- 1 benefit from the company along with my child. Made friends." Also, 
several mothers in the Riverland area said it was good to meet people from 
different cultures, backgrounds and religions, to broaden their own net
works and understanding of other people's views 

The second main benefit for mothers was in discussing developmental and 
behavioural aspects of their children with other, perhaps more experi
enced, parents. A number of mothers felt this was very helpful and 
confidence-boosting. For example, a Riverland mother said playgroup 
"helps to build up confidence in dealing with first child and get advice", 
and a Roma mother felt it was "good to talk to people with the same prob
lems". Another said it had "given me the chance to discuss my child with 
other parents". 

Despite the overall positive nature of responses, quite a number of mothers 
either did not comment (18 in the Riverland, 35 in Roma/Bungil) or felt 
that playgroup participation had had no effect upon themselves (12 in the 
Riverland, 15 in Roma/Bungil). Again a small group felt playgroups had 
had negative consequences for themselves (3 Riverland and 7 Ro
ma/Bungil mothers). Most of these parents complained that going to 
playgroup was a nuisance, interrupting their busy schedule. For example, 
one Bungil Shire parent said "basically it just stops mum from going and 
doing other town jobs" and a Roma mother felt that it "made life more 
stressful - yet another interruption to household chores." A few, however, 
had found playgroup to be emotionally upsetting. One Roma mother felt 
she "didn't fit in with some of the mums (swearing)" and a Riverland 
mother didn't really feel comfortable due to "sdcial mothers - (being) very 
'dicky'." 

Finally, a couple of mothers felt that attending playgroup had made them 
feel inadequate as parents because other people's children were better be
haved or more advanced than their own. As one Riverland mother put it, 
"Sometimes feel threatened with other children's development in compar
ison with own children". 

In summary, participation in playgroups was generally very beneficial to 
both mothers and children. Playgroups seem to offer social and develop
mental benefits for children, right from babies through to 4 or 5-year olds. 
They also had largely favourable aspects for parents, serving social, emo
tionally supportive and educational functions. 
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2.7 Pre-school/Kindergarten attendance 

In the Riverland sample, 60 per cent of children three years and older and 
98 per cent of children four years and older were attending pre-schooL In 
the Roma/Bungil sample these percentages were 62 and 85, respectively. 

Parents were asked why 3-5 year old children were not attending 
kindergarten. Of those not attending, almost all of the 3-year olds (83 out 
of 91 children) were considered too young for pre-school, as were two
thirds of the 4-5 year olds (10 out of 15 children). Only a very few parents 
(6) said either that they preferred their child did not go or that they could 
not afford it. Three of the 3-year olds attended child care instead and only 
two parents said either that there were no places available or that the pre
school centre was too hard to get to. Finally, for four 3-year old children, 
parents said there was no pre-school centre in their local area. 

Parents of all children not yet at school were asked whether or not they 
thought attending pre-school was important for children. Most thought it 
was important but a few parents did not and they were asked why not. Of 
the 16 Riverland and six Roma/Bungil parents who gave reasons, the most 
common response was that the child had plenty of activity and education 
at home and did not need formal pre-school sessions (eight parents). Some 
parents said their child socialised and mixed with enough children at 
home and a few said the activities were the same as with family day care 
or child care centres used. 

However, a few parents criticised pre-schools: three s~lid they should be 
more academically or educationally structured, two said that children un
der five were too young to begin structured learning and one felt that 
children would pick up bad habits from the other children at kindergarten. 
However, a few parents said it completely depended on the child - some 
were ready, but those who were not ready should not be forced to go to 
pre-school sessions if unwilling. 

2.7.1 Hours and costs 

Children in both the Riverland and Roma/Bungil attended pre-school for 
an average of ten hours per week (which equates with four standard ses
sions), but the hours ranged from two or three per week up to 22 per week. 
Since there were no pre-school centres in Roma/Bungil at the time of the 
survey, those children with high weekly hours were not attending a child 
care centre with a pre-school program incorporated, though there were 
some combinations of pre-school and child care programs for Riverland 
children. 

Costs varied considerably across the two rural areas. In the Riverland, the 
range was $40-$160 per year, with a median of $110. Only two families said 
they were paying nothing for their child's pre-school attendance and these 
actually referred to 2-hour weekly sessions at the local pre-school centre, 
which were in fact playgroup sessions held there. 

In Roma/Bungil there were was a much wider range of yearly costs for 
kindergarten sessions. In fact, for more than half of the children (66 out of 
110) parents paid nothing, even though the number of hours were gener
ally around 10-15 per week, which indicates four or five half-day sessions 
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per week. For the remaining children, amounts parents paid ranged. from 
$40-$600 per year, with a median of around $300. The families of five chil
dren paid more than $500 per year and all of these children attended only 
six hours of pre-school per week. As mentioned above, none of these chil
dren were attending a centre which combined a pre-school program with 
formal child child. 

There is obviously a good deal of variation in the pre-school patterns here. 
Some children only attended one or two sessions per week and others at
tended four or five. The main feature of this analysis was the free or 
community-provided pre-school program used by half of the Ro
ma/Bungil children. apart from that, most of the other children appeared 
to attend pre-school at a weekly cost to parents of between around one to 
ten dollars per week. 

2.7.2 Transportation of child to and from pre-school 

As with child care, in the great majority of cases, mothers "often" or "al
ways" took children to and from pre-school (Table 2.22 & 2.23). 

Table 2.22: Who 'often' or 'always' takes the child to pre·school 
BerrVLoxtonlRenmark RomalBungil 

% out 01 town %intown % out 01 town % in town 

Mother 57 85 66 n 
Father 14 7 0 10 

Another parent 0 3 5 4 

Older brother,sister 0 0 2 0 

Step-lather 0 0 0 0 

Step-mother 0 0 0 1 

Other relative 0 0 2 0 

Carer, baby-sitter 14 7 2 8 

Other 0 2 27 0 

Total Children (n) 7 59 41 71 

Note: Percentages do not sum to 100 due to mukipie responses. 

Table 2.23: Who 'often' or 'always' picks the child up from pre·school 
BerrilLoxtonlRenmark RomalBungil 

% out of town %intown % out 01 town %intown 

Mother 57 81 63 77 
Father 0 10 5 8 

Another parent 29 3 2 7 

Older brother,sister 0 0 0 0 

Step-lather 0 0 0 0 

Step-mother 0 0 0 1 

Other relative 0 2 0 0 

Carer, baby-sitter 14 5 2 4 

Other 0 2 34 1 

Total Children (n) 7 59 41 71 
Note: Percentages do IIOt sum to lOO due to multiple responses. 
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In both the Riverland and Roma most children were likely to be taken to 
and from pre-school in a car and some walked (Table 2.24 & 2.25). How
ever, in the Bungil Shire area, a third of children travelled to and from 
pre-school by other means. The majority of this group of children went on 
the local school bus and two children went on bicycles. The group travel
ling on the school bus was comprised of roughly equal numbers of 4 and 
5-year olds and many of them were children for whom parents were not 
paying pre-school fees. It appears that, since the age of school entry in 
Queensland is 6-12 months older than in more southern states, pre-school 
attendance, especially for 5-year olds, was considered a preparatory year 
prior to grade one of primary school (in Roma, the Junior School had 
grades 1-3). 

Table 2.24: How is the child 'often' or 'always' taken to pre-school 
BerrilLoxtonlRenmark RomalBungil 

% out 01 town % in town % out of town %intown 

Car only 100 83 51 79 
Public transport 0 2 0 1 

Walks from home 0 12 20 17 

Car,public trans. 0 0 0 0 
Other way 0 0 32 0 

Total Children (n) 7 59 41 71 
""'te: Percentages do not sum to 100 due to mu/liple responsB$. 

Table 2.25: How is the child 'often' or 'always' picked up from pre-school 
BerrilloxtonlRenmark RomalBungi 

% out 01 town % in town % out ollown % in town 

Car only 100 85 4G 76 

Public transport 0 0 0 0 

Walks Irom home 0 12 17 14 
Car,public trans. 0 0 0 0 

Other way 0 2 37 0 

Total Children (n) 7 59 41 71 
Note: PefC1lntages do not sum to 100 file to multiple responses. 

2.7.3 Satisfaction with pre-school 

Satisfaction with the aspects of pre-schools as listed in Table 2.26 was in
dicated by circling a number on a scale from 1 to 9: 1 meant "extremely 
dissatisfied", 5 meant "mixed feelings" and 9 meant "extremely satisfied". 
Most parents were either clearly or highly satisfied (as shown by circling a 
6 or higher on the scale presented) with the child's pre-school. However, 
some parents were either dissatisfied or had mixed feelings about certain 
aspects of pre-schools and these are reflected in Table 2.26. 
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Table 2.26: Percentages of 'dissatisfaction' or 'mixed feelings' 

about aspects of the child's pre·school. 
BerrilLoxtonlRenmark Roma/Bungil 

%out ollown %intown % out of town % in town 

location of the pre-school 14 8 15 7 • The education the child is getting 14 10 24 10 

The quality. training of teachers 0 10 17 10 

The activtties at the pre-school 0 8 10 6 

learning to get on w~h other children 0 8 7 8 

Information about progress of child 0 20 15 24 

The costs involved 0 19 22 20 • 
Facilities and equipment 0 2 7 7 

Hours fitting in with work hours 0 14 7 10 

Filling in w~h other ch~d care 29 10 2 6 

Preparing the child for school 0 7 2 4 

Total Ch~dren (n) 7 59 41 71 • Note: Percentages do not sum to too due to muftiple responses. 

Although only a few parents expressed some dissatisfaction, the main ar
eas of concern were over the level of infonnation given about the child's 
progress (around 20 per cent of those not satisfied), the costs involved 
(again around 20 per cent of those not satisfied), the education the child is • 
getting and quality of teachers (around 20 per cent of the Bungil Shire par-
ents who were not satisfied). A few parents also had concerns about times 
and hours not fitting with work or child care and a few found it difficult to 
get to the pre-school centre. 

In summary, nearly all 4-5 year olds not yet at school in the Riverland • 
sample were attending pre-school programs, as were most of those in Ro
ma/Bungil. Overall, parents were satisfied with pre-schools and the 
majority paid only around $1-10 per week in fees. The average hours spent 
at pre-school were 10 per week, with most children being taken by mothers 
in cars_ 
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2.8 Comparison with the urban situation 

Rural and urban child care for children not yet at school 

A separate report submitted to the department of Health and Human Ser
vices entitled "Work related child care for urban families with pre-school 
aged children" examined and compared the child care situations in nine 
varied urban localities which also formed part of the Australian Living 
Standards Study. Five of these nine localities were the outer urban (or 
fringe) areas of Berwick and Werribee in Victoria, Elizabeth/ Munno Para 
in South Australia, and Campbelltown and Penrith in New South Wales. 
The two middle urban areas studied were Box Hill in Victoria and Ryde in 
New South Wales and the two inner city areas studied were the cities of 
Melbourne in Victoria and South Sydney in New South Wales. 

The situation in the two rural localities of the Riverland and Roma/Bungil 
differed in three main ways from that of the families studied in the nine 
urban localities. First, there were fewer rural families with either both par
ents or a single (sole) parent in paid employment than had been the case in 
the urban localities. Second, where parents of children not yet at school 
were employed, they were much more likely to be caring for children 
themselves while they worked (often family businesses and farm work) 
than were urban parents (who mostly worked away from home at em
ployers' premises). Third, where child care was needed outside the home, 
there was more extensive use of family day care programs by rural families 
than had been the case for urban families. 

Table 2.27: Categories of main type of child care used by 
children not yet at school when parents are working, 

including those cared for within the household, by locality 
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% % % % % % % % % % % 

Formal Care • 42 24 29 42 58 18 27 24 33 35 59 
Inlonnal Care •• 28 21 45 34 23 53 49 57 50 39 32 

Within-household ••• 30 55 26 24 19 29 24 19 17 26 9 
Chifdren per LGA (n) 96. 135 118 137 102 108 55 75 84 113 85 

Notes: 

• Fcmnal Care is Family Day Care, Council 01 other Govemment Centre, Private CenlnJ, CenlnJ at Parenfs Worl<ace. 

.. Informal Care is by relatives, friends, neIghbours and baby sitters. 

... Within household care is by famly members living in the same house as the cllJld. 

Table 2.27 shows the comparison of the two rural localities with the nine 
urban localities, where parents were engaged in paid work. The Riverland 
sample tended to follow most closely the pattern observed in the middle 
urban locality of Box Hill, where a fairly even mixture of care types was 
used for these young children. However, both the rural samples used 
much less informal care (for less than 30 per cent of children) than did 
families in the five outer urban areas (for between 45 and 57 per cent of 
children). One of the most striking differences can be seen between the 
urban families surveyed and those living in Roma/ Bungil, due to the very 
low use of both informal and formal child care by the rural Queensland 
families. However, the situation may have changed to some degree since 
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families in these two Central Queensland LGAs were surveyed in mid-
1992. In 1993 a child care centre did in fact open in the town of Roma and 
so the parents who had complained about the lack of availability of child 
care may find it more convenient now to combine non-home based paid 
work and other important commitments with the care of young children 
who are not yet at primary school. 

In contrast, the three Riverland communities had some similarities with 
the middle urban areas surveyed, in that there was some formal centre
based care used, as well as more use of grandparents than in Romal 
Bungil.This is not so surprising when considering that the children's 
grandmothers lived closer by in the three Riverland communities than in 
Romal Bungil. 

Table 2.28: Proximity of grandmothers for families with children not 
yet at school, where parents are in paid employment, by locality 
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Lives' within 30 minute drive: % % % % % % % % % % % 

Maternal Grandmother 42 23 55 41 43 57 71 46 58 59 25 
Total Families (n) (71) (84) (67) (86) (69) (70) (46) (46) (57) (80) (63) 

Paternal Grandmother 56 29 61 60 48 49 69 48 58 59 25 
Total Families (n) (67) (59) (64) (79) (57) (66) (35) (40) (55) (69) (50) 

Table 2.28 shows the relative proximity of maternal and paternal grand
mothers of children not yet at school, where a single parent or both parents 
were engaged in paid work. The five outer urban localities were by far the 
most likely to have a grandmother living within a 30 minute drive of their 
home and their use of informal child care was quite high, as seen in Table 
2.27 above. Conversely, children in Romal Bungil and the inner city area 
of South Sydney were the least likely to have a grandmother nearby, fol
lowed by the city of Melbourne and Campbelltown LGA. However, 
Romal Bungil parents engaged in paid work mostly kept children with 
them or used family day care, while the employed city parents used quite 
high levels of government provided centre-based care. While Tables 2.27 
and 2.28 show that there is variation across specific localities, overall it 
appears that families in some localities had a broader range of options for 
work-related child care than did others. 
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Concluding Remarks 

In summary, the majority of rural parents in both the Riverland and Ro
mal Bungil did either not need child care for children not yet at school or 
did not choose to leave their young children in other people's care. It ap
pears that employed Riverland parents with young children had more 
choice than did their Romal Bungil counterparts, who had no child care 
centres and less ready access to grandmothers as potential carers. There 
were, however, a few parents waiting for child care places in the River
land, and, not surprisingly, some complaints about restrictions upon 
employment due to the lack of provision (or, regarding family day care, 
quality) of formal care in Roma/Bungil. Hopefully, the latter situation has 
been ameliorated by the opening of a child care centre in Roma. 

Nevertheless, overall most rural parents who used family day care or cen
tre based care were satisfied with that Care. The weekly hours and costs 
were generally lower than had been the case in the urban localities also 
studied. Romal Bungil parents compensated for lack of other child care 
options by keeping children with them as they worked, but the agricul
tural nature of much of their work and the high level of residence "on the 
land" within this large Queensland area studied seems to lend itself to this 
sort of home-based care before children start schooL Many mothers and 
children had enjoyed participating in organised playgroups and most 4-5 
year old children in both the Riverland and Romal Bungillocalities were 
able to participate in pre-school programs, so did not seem too isolated by 
living in these rural localities. 
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Report Three: 
Access to 
Basic 
Medical Care 
for Families: 
A 
Comparison 
of Rural and 
Urban Study 
Areas 

!lQttli 'E. Weston 

Report Three: Access to Basic Medical Care/or Families 3.1 

The assurance that there is ready access to health services 
if required is integral to the concept of equity and social 

justice. The unequal distribution of health services in urban 
and rural areas has received considerable attention in recent 
years, with various measures having been initiated in an 
attempt to improve service provision for rural-based people 
(see Department of Health, Housing and Community Ser
vices, 1992). One important focus has been the develop
ment of strategies to recruit general practitioners (GPs) to 
rural areas andto encourage those already in rural areas to 
remain. The present chapter focuses upon access to basic 
medical services - the area of health care in which GPs are 
central players. 
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The prominent role played by GPs as resources for families in their every
day task of providing for the health of family members is clearly evident. 
In 1992-93,54 per cent of Medicare claims for services other than hospitals 
were for GP consultations (Australian Institute of Health and Welfare: 
AIHW 1994). This represents more than double the proportion of the sec
ond most common service for which claims were made (pathology: 23 per 
cent). 

The predominance of general practice consultations is not surprising given 
that the GP is the first port of call for numerous problems and holds a va
riety of responsibilities, including not only the detection of physical, 
mental and social problems, but also the treatment of presenting problems, 
management of on-going problems, coordination of care with other health 
professionals, the administration of preventive health, checks that other 
health systems are used appropriately (National Health Strategy 1992, Is
sues Paper No.3). 

Indeed, there are numerous calls on GPs in the general practice literature 
to participate in health care at a variety of system levels, including the per
son as a whole, the family and the community (see Weston 1994). For 
example, the National Health Strategy (NHS) argued that GPs could con
tribute to the development of policies concerning local health priorities 
and service delivery, and could participate in population-based health 
promotion, for their care of individuals places them in a good position for 
developing a profile of community health needs (NHS 1992, Issues Paper 
No.3). Here, population health promotion focuses on the causes of ill
health and on strategies for improving the health of specific groups. 

This multiplicity of responsibilities expected of the GP is consistent with 
the fact that health tends to be defined very broadly (see Weston 1994), but 
would seem impossible for anyone GP to fulfil. Such a task would be even 
more difficult for rural-based doctors, for a major repercussion of the 
shortage of GPs in rural areas is the heavy workload of the country doctor 
in dealing with the immediate health problems of clients. 

The validity of the image of the very busy country doctor has been well 
documented in a recent large scale survey of general practice encounters in 
rural and metropolitan areas (Britt, Miles, Bridges-Webb and others 1993). 
These authors classified rural towns as small (postcode population of less 
than 5,000), medium (population of 5,000 to 15,000) and large (population 
greater than 15,000). Doctors in all three town sizes indicated greater 
workloads than metropolitan-based doctors, and were more likely to have 
some hospital work. More procedural work and obstetrics were under
taken by doctors in small and medium size towns than in larger towns and 
metropolitan areas. Given the doctors' heavy workload, it is not surprising 
that preventive procedures such as Pap smears and cardiovascular checks 
were less frequently undertaken in country areas. 

It is important to point out that an increased availability of GPs in rural 
areas forms a necessary but not sufficient condition for improving access to 
basic medical care in these areas, for acceSSibility means more than avail
ability - a point recognised by the Commonwealth government in 
establishing its "Access and Equity" strategy (Nihas 1994). Nihas (1994) 
suggested that the concept of "access and equity" may be better termed 
"equity of access and outcomes", for it implies that no people who are en
titled to a public service should face barriers to use of this service; that All 
people who are entitled to a service should be equally likely to receive it; 
and that outcomes of service use should-be equitable. As she notes, the 
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shorthand descriptor for Access and Equity is "fair go, fair share". 

The concept of access is complex and multidimensional and depends on 
characteristics of both the service and those of the potential client. Thus, 
level of access to a service where only English is spoken depends on the 
potential users' command of English or ability to find an interpreter. Sim
ilarly, level of access to a service which charges fees depends on the 
financial resources of the potential consumers. Distances travelled, wait
ing times, appointment delays may represent other barriers, depending 
upon such factors as time pressures of potential clients, modes of transport 
available, and ability to meet transport expenses. More subtle factors in
clude level of cultural sensitivity and respect shown by service providers, 
as perceived by the consumers. 

Several authors have pointed out that it is unrealistic to expect that rural 
people have the same level of service provision as urban people; there will 
always be disparities in terms of physical availability of services. Howev
er, physical availability of a service is a non-issue if people cannot afford to 
use this service - a point noted by Humphreys and Rolley (1991). (Of 
course, the reverse also applies: affordability is a non-issue if distance rep
resents a barrier to use.) Although there has been a surge of interest in 
recent years in the physical availability of health services for rural Austra
lians and in the means of improving such availability, little attention has 
been given to affordability of basic medical services. 

Medicare represents the Government's key strategy for eliminating finan
cial barriers to access to necessary medical and hospital treatment. This is 
a universal system of health insurance in Australia. The Medicare system 
entails the establishment of a schedule of fees, with benefits for GP services 
representing 85 per cent of this fee for each item of service. General prac
titioners may claim fees directly from the Health Insurance Commission 
(HIC) rather than from their patients (Le., "bulk billing" or "direct billing"), 
and in doing so receive 85 per cent of the "Schedule fee" (but not the rest) 
as their full payment. Alternatively, they may bill their patients who then 
claim a refund of 85 per cent of the "Schedule fee" from the HIC (Le., "pri
vate billing"). Under this system, doctors may also decide to restrict bulk 
billing to certain patients, such as clients with limited economic resources, 
or those with chronic illnesses requiring recurrent consultations. 
Thus, while GPs are not required to offer a free service to their patients, 
many urban-based families with access to a car would be able to "shop 
around" to find a free service if this is important to them. In rural Austra
lia, families in financial difficulties will have far less choice in the service 
they use. 

This limited choice is relevant to various access-related concerns; rural
based consumers would have less opportunity to "shop around" for a basic 
medical service which best suits a variety of personal needs which affect 
access, in addition to affordability. Nevertheless, there may be greater op
portunity for the rural-based service providers to understand their clients 
and their clients' families and wider circle of associates, and to appreciate 
the personal pressures confronting their clients. Such knowledge may 
help explain presenting disorders and provide insight into the type of as
sistance which will be most useful. 

Various access-related issues are examined in the present chapter. The 
type of services used by families in the Riverland, Roma/Bungil and urban 
areas are compared, along with their location from home, modes of trans
port used, travelling times required, and payment arrangements. In 
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addition, reports of unmet need for basic medical care, the services used 
for after hours care, and families' evaluations of the availability of after 
hours care will be examined. Next, the priorities of the rural and urban 
groups concerning various aspects of basic medical care will be compared, 
along with their levels of satisfaction with such aspects. Finally, attention 

• 

• 

will be directed to the number of visits to GPs made by parents and • 
children. 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 
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3.1 Type of service attended 

As expected, most families in the two rural areas attended a doctor in a 
private practice or private medical centre (Table 3.1). Only 11 per cent in 
Roma/Bungil and 18 per cent in the Riverland indicated that no family 
attended a private doctor, while 73 per cent of the Roma/Bungil families 
and 80 per cent of those in the Riverland reported that a private doctor was 
used by all family members. 

Table 3.1: Proportion of family members attending 
basic medical services by study area 
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Private Doctor: 

All family members 80 73 91 86 93 90 87 91 86 73 84 

Some family members 2 16 4 10 6 6 7 6 10 15 12 

None 18 11 5 4 2 3 5 3 4 12 5 

Community Health Centre: 

All family members 21 1 5 4 2 4 7 2 4 13 4 

Some family members 8 4 12 8 9 11 9 10 14 15 15 

None 71 94 83 88 88 85 84 88 82 72 81 

Public Hospital: 

All family members 11 22 4 1 2 4 6 3 2 3 6 
Some family members 16 24 10 13 14 12 19 11 16 20 17 

None 73 54 86 86 84 84 75 86 82 77 77 

Student Medical Service: 

All or some 3 1 2 1 3 2 4 4 4 7 6 

None 97 98 98 98 97 98 96 96 95 93 94 

Employer Medical Service: 

All or some 1 1 4 10 3 4 8 4 5 5 3 

None 99 99 95 89 97 96 92 96 95 95 97 

Other: 

All or some 1 0 2 1 2 2 1 2 2 4 4 

None 99 100 99 99 98 98 99 98 98 96 96 

Total Families (n) 516 540 420 466 402 386 420 511 365 411 262 

In Roma/Bungil, 46 per cent indicated that some or all family members 
attended a public hospital out-patients/casualty service, and this was the 
only other type of service used by more than five per cent of families. In 
the Riverland both a public hospital and community health centre were 
used as alternatives to a private doctor: the proportions reporting that all 
or some family members attended a community health centre and public 
hospital were 29 per cent and 27 per cent respectively. If private doctors 
were used, then all family members were inclined to attend - a trend 
which was not apparent for public hospital users. 

Although the majority of families in all 11 areas used a private doctor, rural 
families ranked amongst the lowest in terms of private doctor use, with 
such use being least common for Roma/Bungil and (inner) Melbourne 
families. Use of a public hospital was at least twice as common for families 
in Roma/Bungil than for families in the urban areas. The Riverland 
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ranked second in terms of public hospital use, with the proportion who 
reported public hospital use by some or all family members being mar
ginally higher (27 per cent) than that for Melbourne and South Sydney (23 
per cent in each case). 

Community health services were used by much the same proportions of 
families in the Riverland and in Melbourne, but use by all family members 
was more common in the Riverland (21 per cent) than in Melbourne (12 per 
cent). 

Table 3.2 refers to reports of the service mostly used by family members. 
(Up to six families in each area indicated that members mostly used more 
than one type of service. These families are not represented in Table 3.2.) 
More than three quarters in all areas indicated that the family mostly used 
a private doctor, with the Riverland and Melbourne families being the least 
likely to state this. Community health centres were mostly used by 20 per 
cent in the Riverland, 14 per cent in Melbourne, and no more than 6 per 
cent in the other areas, while public hospitals were mostly used by nine per 
cent in Roma/Bungil and by no more than two per cent in all other areas. 
Thus, families in these two medium-sized towns had some choice of 
services .. 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 
There may be several reasons for greater use of a public hospital by Ro
ma/Bungil families and a community health centre by Riverland families, 
including the desire for bulk billing (which can be achieved through other • 
types of services in urban areas). Some families who attend a community 
health centre or public hospital may have considered that their delivery of 
services better meets other important needs (unrelated to payment ar
rangements), while others may have considered that these centres are of 
particularly high quality. Historically, public hospitals in Queensland 
have been better funded than in other States. • 

Table 3.2: Type of medical service mostly used by families for each study area 
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Community Heatth Centre 20 0 2 4 1 3 6 1 4 14 3 

Outpatients 2 9 2 0 1 2 2 1 1 2 1 

Private Doctor 78 90 95 95 97 95 92 98 96 80 93 

Student medical service 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 2 

Errployar provided 0 0 . 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

Other 0 0 1 0 0 0 0 1 0 2 0 

Total familiss (n) 509 536 419 462 401 386 417 508 364 404 259 

1'019: RBfSfS to excAJsive users r:I OIIIJ typ6 of seMI» only. 

In the rural areas, the pattern of results for town and non-town dwellers 
was virtually identical: in the Riverland, a private doctor was mostly used 
by 78 to 81 per cent, while a community health centre was mostly used by 
17 to 20 per cent. In Roma/Bungil, 89 to 91 reported mostly using a private 
doctor, and 8 to 11 per cent reported mostly using a public hospital. There 
was thus little difference between farm and non-farm families in the type 
of service mostly used. A private doctor was visited by around 78 per cent 
of each group in the Riverland and by 96 per cent of farm families and 89 
per cent of non-farm families in Roma/Bungil. Four per cent of farm fam
ilies and 10 per cent of other families in Roma/Bungil used a public 
hospital. 
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3.2 Payment arrangements 

An important goal of Medicare is to provide access to basic health services 
to all people on the basis of need rather than income. If Medicare is suc
cessful in achieving this goal, then high proportions of poor families would 
be bulk billed, regardless of where they live. In addition, bulk billing 
might be expected for family members who have health problems which 
require frequent visits to the doctor. 

Families either recorded how much their doctor charged them for one ba
sic consultation within normal hours, or endorsed the response category 
"bulk billing/no charge". From 1 December 1991 to early March 1992, the 
Government had introduced a system of co-payment, whereby doctors 
who "bulk billed" could charge up to $2.50 per consultation. If they did not 
do so, then their own income from each consultation would fall by this 
amount. Those with Department of Social Security Pensions or Benefits 
were exempted from this system. 

Seventy-eight per cent of Riverland families completed the AI.SS ques
tionnaires in March or April, and all Roma/Bungil families completed 
these questionnaires during May. Depending on when they last visited a 
doctor, reports of fees of up to $2.50 may have referred to bulk billing plus 
co-payment, or to the gap between the Medicare rebate and the amount 
charged by the doctor for privately billed families. 

No more than six per cent of families in any of the 11 study areas indicated 
charges of up to $2.50. (Berwick and Box Hill families completed their 
questionnaires before the co-payment system was introduced.) Given the 
difficulty in interpreting the meaning of fees of up to $2.50 and the small 
number of families involved, the concept of "bulk billing" will be restricted 
to reports of no fees. However, some of the families who reported no fees 
may have been privately billed at the Medicare rebate level. It was not 
possible to identify any such cases. 

Table 3.3 shows the pattern of reports concerning fees charged for families 
in each of the 11 study areas. 

Table 3.3: Fees charged for one basic consultation within normal hours 
by study area - -
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BulkbillinglNo charge 1.6 53.1 37.0 52.3 76.1 82.2 71.5 27.3 44.8 64.3 79.3 

Up to $2.50 4.0 0.7 0.7 5.9 0 0.3 4.9 0.2 0 2.2 0 

$2.51 • $19.99 4.2 0.2 1.9 2.2 2.7 3.1 6.3 2.2 1.1 1.2 0.8 

$20.00 • $24.99 24.8 3.0 8.7 22.4 6.2 6.3 10.7 9.8 3.9 8.2 4.4 

$25.00 • $29.99 53.2 42.8 49.9 15.0 13.7 7.6 5.9 52.4 42.5 20.0 10.0 

$30.00 or more 12.3 0.2 1.7 2.2 1.2 0.5 0.7 8.0 7.7 4.0 5.6 

Bulk billing applied to just over half the families in Roma/Bungil and only 
two per cent of those in the Riverland, while another four per cent in the 
Riverland reported fees of up to $2.50. In Roma/Bungil, most families 
were either bulk billed (53 per cent) or paid $25.00 to $29.99 per consulta
tion (43 per cent), while in the Riverland, payments of $25.00 to $29.99 were 
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most commonly reported (53 per cent), followed by payments of $20.00 to 
$24.99 (25 per cent). 

Twelve per cent in the Riverland indicated that they were charged at least 
$30.00 per consultation, while such costs were reported by four to eight per 
cent in the middle and inner urban areas, and by no more than two per cent 
in all other areas including Roma/Bungil. Thus, fees of at least $25.00 were 
reported most commonly in the Riverland (65 per cent), followed by Box 
Hill (60 per cent), with Roma/Bungil ranking fifth highest in terms of the 
proportion reporting fees at this level. 

Bulk billing rates for the urban areas varied from 27 per cent for Box Hill to 
82 per cent for Penrith - all well above the rate for the Riverland. The rate 
for Roma/Bungil was similar to that for Werribee which ranked seventh 
highest of the 11 areas. The bulk billing rate in Roma/Bungil may thus be 
described as "moderate", relative to the other study areas. 

Aspects ojjamily living standards: a study offamilks in two rural areas 
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3.2.1 Long-term illnesses or disabilities in the family 

Health needs are relevant in determining the amount of money families 
can afford to pay for medical consultations. Information was collected 
about any long term or continuing illnesses or disabilities suffered by each 
member in the household. These were later classified as disabilities or as 
illnesses of a minor, intermediate or serious type, as defined by the United 
Kingdom Royal College of General Practitioners (see NHS 1992, Research 
Paper No.l). Examples of intermediate or serious illnesses or disabilities 
reported by sample members are: asthma, diabetes, high blood pressure, 
back disorders, cancer, arthritis, epilepsy, psychosis, poliomyelitis, and 
loss of a limb. In the vast majority of cases, illnesses rather than disabilities 
were mentioned. For simplicity, the concept "illness/disability" will be 
restricted to long-term or continuing illnesses or disabilities of intermedi
ate or serious type. 

Between 38 and 40 per cent of families in Roma/Bungil and the Riverland 
had at least one member with an illness/disability. In other words there 
was a strong need for adequate and affordable health services in the local 
area. Indeed, these rates of illness/disabilities reported by Roma/Bungil 
and the Riverland areas are similar to those reported by families in the ur
ban study areas (37 to 46 per cent). 

The percentage distributions of families with one, two or at least three 
family members with such problems were also similar in all areas. One 
family member with an illness/disability was reported by 22 per cent in 
Roma/Bungil,25 per cent in the Riverland, and 23 to 29 per cent in the 
urban areas. Nine or ten per cent in the rural areas, and eight to twelve per 
cent in the urban areas, indicated that two family members had an ill
ness/disability, while the following proportions of families indicated that 
three or more members had illnesses/disabilities: five or six per cent of 
families in the rural areas and three to eight per cent of families in the ur
ban areas. 

Not surprisingly, patients with illnesses/disabilities visited their doctor 
relatively frequently. For instance, in the Riverland and Roma, fathers 
with such a condition seemed six to seven times more likely than other 
fathers to have visited their GP at least seven times in the previous 12 
months (35 to 37 per cent versus 5 to 6 per cent), while the urban sample of 
fathers with such a condition were 3.4 times as likely as the other urban 
fathers to have visited their GP this number of times (37 per cent versus 11 
per cent). Of mothers in the rural areas, those with such a condition were 
1.7 to 2 times as likely as other mothers to have visited their doctor seven 
or more times (40 per cent versus 20 per cent in the Riverland; 49 per cent 
versus 29 per cent in Roma/Bungil), while the urban sample of mothers 
with such a condition were twice as likely as the other urban mothers to 
report this many visits (51 per cent versus 23 per cent). 

Despite these trends in GP use, bulk billing in rural and urban areas did 
not vary significantly according to whether or not families had at least one 
member with an illness/disability. Nor was there any relationship be
tween bulk billing and number of family members with an 
illness/disability. The same (non-significant) pattern of results emerged 
when the possibility of co-payment was taken into account. However, the 
question concerning fees charged focused on the family as a whole. Some 
doctors may have bulk billed family members who were ill/disabled and 
charged fees for other family members. 
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3.2.2 DSS status 

The urban report indicated that relatively high rates of bulk billing were 
apparent for the rich and poor in high bulk billing areas, and for the dis
advantaged only in low bulk billing areas (Weston 1994). However, most 
families with Department of Social Security pensions or benefits ("DSS 
families") in all study areas were bulk billed, although the proportions of 
DSS families who were bulk billed were slightly lower in the low bulk bill
ing areas (Box Hill and Berwick). 

As for the urban areas, receipt of DSS penSions/benefits was an important 
determinant of bulk billing for Roma/Bungil families. Eighty-six per cent 
of these "DSS families" in Roma/Bungil, and 79 to 97 per cent in the urban 
areas were bulk billed. Of the "non-DSS families", bulk billing applied to 
48 per cent in Roma/Bungil- a rate almost identical to that for Werribee 
(49 per cent), and higher than the rates for Box Hill and Berwick (23 per 
cent and 32 per cent respectively). However, bulk billing applied to at least 
1.5 times as many non-DSS families in Penrith, South Sydney and Camp
belltown as in Roma/Bungil (72 to 81 per cent of non-DSS families in these 
three Sydney areas were bulk billed). 

In the Riverland, only four per cent of DSS families and one per cent of 
non-DSS families were bulk billed. If fees of $2.50 are interpreted as the 
co-payment which applied to the bulk billed for a short period (rather than 
the gap between the Medicare levy and private fees), then 15 per cent of 
DSS families in the Riverland either reported no fees or this co-payment, 
while three per cent of non-DSS families were in this position. Thus, the 
Riverland represents the only study area in which the majority ofDSS fam
ilies were privately billed. 

Receipt of a DSS pension or benefit represents a convenient means of as
sessing whether or not families are likely to have low income and to need 
a free service. However, some non-DSS families were poor. The following 
discussion is based on non-farm families, for the level of income relative to 
costs was difficult to derive for farm families in particular. (No farm fam
ilies in the Riverland reported bulk billing while two per cent indicated 
fees of up to $2.50. In Roma/Bungil, 48 per cent of farm families reported 
bulk billing, and no farm families indicated fees of up to $2.50.) 
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3.2.3 Non-farm families: equivalent household income 

For non-farm families, those whose equivalent household incomes were 
up to 120 per cent of the poverty line were classified as "poor", in line with 
the recommendations of the Commission of Inquiry into Poverty (1975), 
and with ALSS research into poverty and affluence thresholds (McDonald 
and Brownlee 1993). This classification roughly approximates that "con
sensual poverty line" estimated by Saunders and Bradbury (1989), based 
on national surveys, with greater weight given to the responses of house
holds with low equivalent income. 

Forty-one per cent of non-farm families in the Riverland and 35 per cent in 
Roma/Bungil were "poor". Of the 11 study areas, these rural areas ranked 
second and third highest in terms of poverty rate (for non-farm families), 
with Elizabeth/Munno Para having the highest rate (45 per cent). Around 
82 per cent of DSS families and 27 per cent of non-DSS families in each of 
these two rural areas were poor. However, of all poor families, 62 per cent 
in Roma/Bungil and 54 per cent in the Riverland were non-DSS families. 
Thus receipt of a DSS pension/benefit was by no means a reasonable in
dication of need for a free service in these areas. (Also in all except two of 
the urban areas (Elizabeth/Munno Para and Melbourne), nearly 50 per 
cent or more poor families were non-DSS families.) 

A vital question relevant to evaluations of Access and Equity concerns 
whether or not poor families receive free basic medical services. In Figures 
3.1a and 3.1b, non-farm families in the two rural areas have been subdi
vided into three groups according to equivalent household income and the 
proportions in each of these groups reporting different fees are depicted. 
In Roma/Bungil, two payment arrangements predominated: families were 
either bulk billed or paid $25.00 to $29.99. (In fact, almost all of the latter 
group paid $25.00.) As equivalent household income increased, the pro
portions who were bulk billed decreased, and the proportions who paid 
$25.00 increased. 

Figure 3.1a: Non-farming families In the Rlverland: fees paid by equivalent 
household Income 
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Figure 3.1b: Non-farming families in RomalBungil: fees paid by equivalent 
household Income 

80% 

70% 

60% 

50% 

40% 

30% 

20% 

10% 

mm N" tJJ I 

~ Up to $2.50 

11 $2.51 to $19.99 

JJ $20.00 to $24.99 

D $25.00 to $29.99 

• $30.00 or more 

120% or less 121% to 199% 200% or more 

Household Income as % of the Henderson poverty line 

3.12 

Like Roma/Bungil, the proportion of families in the Riverland who paid 
fees of at least $25.00 increased with increasing income. However, there 
was not such a "rigid" fee structure in the Riverland, and a free service was 
extremely unusual. While nearly three quarters of poor families in Ro
ma/Bungil had a free service, only three per cent of poor families in the 
Riverland reported no fees, while another seven per cent reported fees of 
up to $2.50. Fees of between $25.00 and $29.00 were the most commonly 
reported levels for the non-poor groups, while most poor families either 
reported fees of $20.00 to $24.99 (36 per cent) or $25.00 to $29.99 (34 per 
cent). Between 8 per cent and 14 per cent of families in each of the three 
income groups reported paying at least $30.00 per consultation. While 
bulk billing applied to only three per cent of poor families, five per cent of 
those with household incomes of at least twice the poverty were bulk 
billed. 

Table 3.4 (overleaf) indicates that the bulk billing rate for poor families in 
Roma/Bungil (73 per cent) was lower than that for five of the urban areas 
(where at least 85 per cent of poor families were bulk billed), and higher 
than that for the other four urban areas (where 50 to 67 per cent of poor 
families were bulk billed). 

In· the urban areas, the highest proportion of poor families who paid fees 
lived in Berwick (50 per cent) and Box Hill (44 per cent). Such rates were 
markedly lower than that for the Riverland. Indeed, the payment arrange
ments reported by Riverland families were markedly different from those 
in all other areas, with the vast majority of poor families paying fees. 

Thus, while Medicare has been successful in helping the majority of poor 
families find a free basic medical service in most of the areas studied, 10-
cational differences in bulk billing rates exiSted independently of location
al differences in equivalent household income, with poor families in the 
Riverland (along with all other families in this area) being very unlikely to 
receive a free service. Given the relatively high rates of poverty in the rural 
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areas, relatively high rates of bulk billing would be expected from an "Ac
cess and Equity" perspective. 

Table 3.4: Fees charged for one basic consultation within normal hours 
by income and study area 
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120% or less of the poverty line 

BulkbminglNo charge 62.5 48.8 34.2 30.8 36.9 23.0 54.0 29.0 21.2 42.5 20.8 

Up to $2.50 72.2 66.7 66.7 30.8 0 0 16.7 0 0 22.2 0 

$2.51 • $19.99 63.2 100.0 37.5 22.2 10.0 18.2 29.2 18.2 0 20.0 0 

$20.00 • $24.99 58.2 38.5 20.0 23.0 16.0 4.3 23.8 8.3 15.4 9.4 10.0 

$25.00 • $29.99 28.6 21.1 18.1 7.5 15.4 14.3 29.2 8.7 9.0 7.7 16.7 

$30.00 + 41.0 0 28.6 0 20.0 50.0 0 5.3 3.7 12.5 14.3 

121- 199" of the poverty line 

BulkbilfinglNo charge 0 41.7 51.3 52.0 42.7 52.4 39.4 47.3 42.3 29.1 31.8 

Up 10 $2.50 27.8 33.3 0 61.5 0 100.0 66.7 100.0 0 44.4 0 

$2.51 . $19.99 26.3 0 37.5 66.7 70.0 63.6 58.3 36.4 100.0 40.0 100.0 

$20.00 • $24.99 36.9 53.8 62.9 56.0 68.0 60.9 52.4 50.0 38.5 28.1 70.0 

$25.00 • $29.99 51.7 59.5 53.9 68.7 59.6 60.7 SO.O 44.4 42.8 33.3 20.8 

$30.00 + 47.5 100.0 42.9 70.0 0 0 66.7 50.0 22.2 31.3 28.6 

200% or more of the poverfy line 

BUlkbilflnglNo charge 37.5 9.5 14.5 17.2 20.3 24.6 6.6 23.7 36.5 28.3 47.4 

Up to $2.50 0 0 33.3 7.7 0 0 16.7 0 0 33.3 0 

$2.51 • $19.99 10.5 0 25.0 11.1 20.0 18.2 12.5 45.5 0 40.0 0 

$20.00 • $24.99 4.9 7.7 17.1 21.0 16.0 34.8 23.8 41.7 46.2 62.5 20.0 

$25.00 . $29.99 19.7 19.5 27.9 23.9 25.0 25.0 20.8 46.8 48.3 59.0 62.5 

$30.00 + 11.5 0 28.6 30.0 80.0 50.0 33.3 44.7 74.1 56.3 57.1 
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3.3 Proximity to basic medical service and modes of 
transport 

• 

• 

Other factors influencing level of access to a service concern geographic 
location, transport available, and travelling time. Long travelling time can • 
be costly in terms of fuel consumption and for some families, income fore-
gone and costs of child care. In country areas, long distances may be 
covered quickly, but fuel consumption costs may be high. 

3.3.1 Location of service 

Nearly one third of families in the Riverland and Roma/Bungil indicated 
that their basic medical service was within easy walking distance from 
home. This applied to 36 to 37 per cent of town-dwellers and to 20 per cent 
of non-town dwellers in Roma/Bungil, but none of the Riverland families 
who lived out-of-town. 

More than half the families in these two rural areas attended a service 
which was in their town but further than easy walking distance. Although 
in total only 16 per cent in the Riverland and 12 per cent in Roma/Bungil 
indicated that their service was in another town, this applied to 71 per cent 
of out-of-town families in the Riverland and 28 per cent of out-of-town 
families in Roma/Bungil. Of families who lived in towns, only nine per 
cent in the Riverland and one per cent in Roma/Bungil attended a service 
outside their own town. Such trends highlight the limited choice of these 
rural-based families. 

Table 3.5 shows that the proportions of rural families who attended a ser
vice within easy walking distance from home were slightly higher than 
those for the two outer areas of Melbourne (Berwick and Werribee: 22 per 
cent), and similar to the two middle and other outer areas (28 to 36 per 
cent). The Riverland and Roma/Bungil were two of three study areas in 
which less than 20 per cent of families used a service in another town or 
suburb, the other area being Werribee, on the western outskirts of 
Melbourne. 

Table 3.5: Distance of families from basic medical service mostly used, 
by study area 
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Wrthin walking distance 32 30 22 22 28 33 36 31 35 48 65 

W~hin same suburb or town 52 58 39 63 41 45 34 45 38 19 13 
In another suburb or town 16 12 39 14 31 21 30 24 27 33 22 

Total families (n) 512 539 419 465 402 385 420 506 364 401 256 
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3.3.2 Modes of transport used 

Personal cars (or motorcycles) formed the predominant means of transport 
used by rural families to get to their basic medical service. Table 3.6 reveals 
that this form of transport was used by more than 90 per cent of families in the 
two rural areas, by 73 to 87 per cent in the outer and middle urban areas, and 
by just under 50 per cent in the inner areas. Indeed, 83 to 85 per cent of families 
in the two rural areas who lived within easy walking distance from home in
dicated that they used cars to get to their service. These rates are higher than 
those for all urban study areas with the exception of Werribee. 

Table 3.6: Means by which families get to 
basic medical service by study area. 
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Walkont{ 17 12 15 14 23 22 29 19 26 43 61 
Bicycle 5 6 2 4 1 1 3 3 2 3 4 

Car or motorcycle 92 91 81 85 79 74 72 79 79 47 46 

Public transport & care 4 3 18 14 18 16 18 16 14 15 13 
Public transport only 1 1 4 4 9 4 7 5 4 12 10 

Other transport 1 4 0 1 1 1 1 0 0 1 3 

Total Famifies (n) 521 543 424 478 408 393 426 520 367 420 265 
Note: Peroentages do not SlITI to tOO due to multfJl8 responses. 

The relatively low traffic congestion and ease of parking are likely to have in
fluenced the heavy reliance on cars of the rural families who lived within easy 
walking distance of their basic medical service. These trends were also partly 
influenced by car ownership. As Snider notes in Chapter 5,94 to 96 per cent of 
families in the Riverland and Roma/Bungil owned a car. These proportions of 
families with a car were higher than those for the inner urban areas, but ap
proximated those for most other urban areas. 

Of the 20 families in the Riverland without a car, only 14 provided information 
about the location of their basic medical service. Nine reported that their ser
vice was within easy walking distance from home, three indicated that their 
service was further than walking distance but within the same town, and two 
reported that the service was in another town. Seven said that they walked to 
their service and those whose service was in another town managed to get 
there by car /motorcycle. 

Of the 31 Roma/Bungil families without a car, 18 reported that their service 
was within easy walking distance from home (58 per cent), 12 indicated that 
their service was within the same town (39 per cent), and one reported that 
their service was in another town (3 per cent). The most common forms of 
transport used by these 31 families were walking (61 per cent), car /motorbike 
(42 per cent) and "other" (28 per cent). Almost all referred to taxis when check
ing the "other" category. (Some families mentioned more than one form of 
transport.) 

Thus, most families in the rural areas had the advantages of use of a car, and 
compared with urban areas, would have experienced lower traffic congestion 
and fewer parking difficulties. Those who did not have a car and who lived 
further than walking distance from their service would have been disadvan
taged by the highly limited public transport (see Chapter 5). 

Aspects offamily living standards: a study offamilies in two rural areas 
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3.3.3 Travelling time 

Like families in the urban areas, the majority of families in the Riverland 
and Roma/Bungil reported that they managed to arrive at their basic med
ical centre in less than 10 minutes (67 to 71 per cent). Table 3.7 indicates 
that the proportions of families in these two rural areas who indicated 
journeys of less than 10 minutes were amongst the highest of the 11 study 
areas, although the range in proportions indicating such short journeys 
was fairly small (59 per cent to 72 per cent). 

Table 3.7: Travel time to basic medical service by study area 
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less than 10 minutes 70.8 67.1 63.6 66.2 59.5 72.3 6·1.0 72.8 64.3 61.0 66.7 

10 -19 minutes 23.0 10.6 22.4 25.0 28.6 20.5 31.4 20.9 25.8 26.9 22.5 

20 - 29 minutes 4.3 8.0 11.4 7.1 9.2 5.4 4.3 4.7 5.8 9.9 8.9 

30 or more minutes 1.9 14.3 2.6 1.7 2.7 1.8 3.3 1.6 4.1 2.2 1.9 

The pattern of responses concerning journey interval for Riverland fami
lies was similar to those provided by families in the urban areas, but 
Roma/Bungil families were less likely than other families to report jour
neys of 10 to 19 minutes (11 per cent versus 20 to 31 per cent), and more 
likely to report journeys of at least 30 minutes (14 per cent versus 2 to 4 per 
cent). 

Not surprisingly, the rural families who lived in the town were more likely 
than their out-of-town counterparts to indicate travelling times of less than 
10 minutes and were less likely to report journeys of at least 20 minutes. 
While the majority of out-of-town families in the Riverland reported jour
neys of 10 to 19 minutes (61 per cent), Figures 3.2a and 3.2b show that the 
majority of out-of-town families in Roma/Bungil either reported journeys 
of less than 10 minutes (38 per cent) or at least 30 minutes (34 per cent). (In 
fact, 12 per cent of out-of-town families in Roma/Bungil indicated that 
they travelled for one hour or more.) Only five per cent of out-of-town 
families in the Riverland reported journeys of at least 30 minutes (with 
none reporting a trip of one hour or more), while one or two per cent of 
town dwellers in each rural area indicated that their medical service was at 
least 30 minutes away. 

Thus, while most urban-based families who reported journeys of at least 30 
minutes referred to preferences rather than constraints (e.g., knowing, lik
ing and trusting the doctor), most rural-based families who reported such 
long journeys referred to constraints, although some indicated preferences. 
For example: 

We prefer that doctor - there are few female doctors in this 
district; 
Because our daughters were born in that town and we have kept 
our private doctor since then; 
We like the doctor; 
We have confidence in the doctors consulting there; 

There are no medical service any closer; 
It's the only service we have; 
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Because we live 50 km from the town in which the service is avail
able and the road is unsealed; 
There is no other choice - this is the closest 
It is all we have 
Because our property is 70 km from the nearest doctor 
That is how long it takes to drive to the closest doctor 

Figure 3.2a: Travelling time for visits to basic medical service· Rlverland 
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FI ure 3.2b: Travelling time for visits to basic medical service· RomalBun 11 
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In summary, most rural families had cars and most families used their car 
to get to their medical centre. Further, most managed to arrive at their 
service within ten minutes. The patterns of reports concerning travelling 
periods for Riverland and urban families were similar, while a higher pro
portion of Roina/Bungil families than other families reported journeys of 
at least 30 minutes. Most reasons for such long journeys undertaken by 
rural families suggested lack of choice, while most urban-based families 
who reported such long journeys highlighted the opportunities of these 

Aspects o//amily living standards: a study o//amilies in two rural areas 



Report Three: Access to Basic Medical Care/or Families 3.18 

families to "shop around" for a medical service which best meets their 
priorities. 

By themselves, proximity of service to home, mode of transport and trav
elling time provide only limited insight into level of access. A service 
within walking distance may be difficult to use at night if no car is avail
able or if the patient has trouble walking. On the other hand, a service 
which is distant from home or work may be easily accessible if the person 
has a car, can afford the costs of petrol, and is not confronted with traffic 
congestion or parking problems. Again, time spent travelling may be an 
important access issue for those who forego income for time off work or 
who have to pay for child care. Finally, the benefits of short travelling 
times may be lost if long waiting times prevail at the surgery. 
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3.4 Non-use of basic medical services 

One important measure of access to a service concerns "unmet need". That is, 
regardless of any difficulties encountered, were families able to use a basic 
medical service when they believed that they needed to do so? Families were 
asked to indicate whether or not any member of the household needed to use 
a basic medical service in the previous 12 months but did not do so, or was 
unable to do so. Only six to seven per cent of families in the two rural areas 
indicated such unmet need. These proportions approximate those for most of 
the urban areas. Unmet need was reported by 10 to 13 per cent in Penrith and 
Elizabeth/Munno Para, and four to seven per cent in the other urban areas. 

Although applying to few families, those without a car in Roma/Bungil were 
more likely than their counterparts with cars to indicate unmet need (16 per 
cent versus 6 per cent, p<.05). In the Riverland, only 14 families without a car 
indicated whether or not a member needed to use a basic medical service but 
did not do so. Of these, two indicated unmet need. People who lived out 'of 
town were no more likely than those who lived in town to report unmet need 
in each of these two rural areas. 

Reports of unmet need in the Riverland varied significantly with DSS status, 
equivalent household income and illness/disability status. Table 3.8 indicates 
slightly higher proportions of the disadvantaged groups indicating unmet 
need compared with their more advantaged counterparts. Although trends 
were in a similar direction for families in Roma/Bungil, no significant rela
tionship was apparent between reports of unmet need and these three family 
characteristics. 

Table 3.8: Proportion of families in the Riverland and Roma 
who needed to use a basic medical service, 
but did not do so by selected characteristics 

BerrilLoxtonlRenmark Roma/Bunga 

In town/Out of town 

Live out of town 3 7 

Live in town 6 7 

Illness or disability in the family ... 
No illnewdisability in family 3 5 

Has illnewdisability in family 11 9 

D55 families .. 
Not DSS family 4 7 

DSSfamily 13 6 

Income as % of povery line (non-fanning families only) . 
120 % or less of the poverty line 10 10 

121 • 199 % of the poverty line 4 6 

200 % or more of the poverty line 3 4 

'p < 0.05, "p<O.OI, '''p <0.001 

For most of the urban areas, unmet need did not vary significantly with these 
characteristics, although one or two indicators of socioeconomic disadvantage 
were linked with such reports in some study areas. For example, in Mel
bourne and Ryde, significantly more PSS families than non-DSS families 
reported unmet need (13 or 14 per cent versus 4 per cent), while the financially 
poor in Melbourne were more likely to report unmet need than the other two 
income groups (10 per cent versus 2 to 5 per cent). 

Aspects o//amily living standards: a study offamities in two rural areas 
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3.4.1 Family members experiencing unmet need 

Families who reported that a household member had not used a basic 
medical service when needed were asked to indicate whether or not unmet 
need applied to the father, mother, children (classified into four age 
groups), or "other household member" (e.g., grandparents, aunts, uncles 
etc.) - if such family members lived in the household. Because of the 
small number of applicable families, the children are grouped into two ag
es: under 12 years old and 12 to 19 years old. Figure 3.3 is based on families 
who reported unrnet need, and shows the proportions who indicated that 
this unmet need applied to fathers, mothers or to any children. The urban 
study areas are combined into five groupings because of the small number 
of relevant families in some study areas who indicated experiences of un
met need. 

Figure 3.3: Family members for whom unmet need for basic medical services were 
re orted: ercent of those re ortlng unmet need 
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Like the urban areas, unmet need was more commonly reported for par
ents than for children in the Riverland and Roma/Bungil. However, 
mothers in the Riverland were particularly likely to be perceived as (one 
of) the family member(s) who experienced unmet need (83 per cent of fam
ilies who reported unmet need). In Roma/Bungil, 65 per cent of those 
reporting unmet need indicated that the mother experienced this difficulty 
- a proportion similar to that for the inner urban areas and Eliza
beth/Munno Para (6~ to 67 per cent), but particularly higher than that for 
Berwick/Werribee (35 per cent). 
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3.4.2 Reasons for not using a basic medical service 

Families were provided with a list of possible reasons for not using a basic 
medical service when needed, and were asked to indicate those reasons 
which applied to them. The items are ordered in Table 3.9 from most to 
least commonly endorsed (for all families who experienced unmet need). 

Table 3.9: Reasons for not using a needed basic medical service: 
per cent of those reporting unmet need by study area. 
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Could not afford it 61 27 47 20 13 30 16 38 38 25 14 

Long waiting periods 29 19 13 23 21 41 23 29 13 33 29 

Unwilling to use service 19 43 27 10 19 19 14 24 6 8 14 

Travel difficul~es 3 24 20 13 27 22 20 5 19 13 7 

Unhappy with local services 16 30 10 7 15 15 27 10 13 8 36 

Other reasons 6 16 7 27 21 11 16 19 13 42 29 

Could not get time off work 3 14 20 10 23 15 16 19 19 8 14 

No-one to care for children 6 16 7 7 19 30 20 5 19 21 7 

No local service available 10 19 13 23 15 11 9 5 13 4 0 

Unsuitable for our culture 0 0 7 3 6 4 0 0 0 0 0 

Total Families (nJ 31 37 30 30 52 27 44 21 16 24 14 
Note: Percentages do not sum to '00 due to muffip/s msponseso 

The majority of Riverland families who experienced unmet need reported 
that they could not afford the service. This was the largest percentage of all 
those presented in Table 3.9, and was around 1.7 times as large as the per
centages in Box Hill/Ryde and Berwick/Werribee who reported such 
difficulties. As explained above, Berwick and Box Hill were low bulk bill
ing areas, but not nearly as low as that apparent for the Riverland. 

The other most common reasons for the Riverland group were long wait
ing periods, unwillingness of the person concerned to use the service, and 
dissatisfaction with the services available locally. However, inability to 
afford the service was 2 to 3.7 times as common as each of these other 
reasons. The two families who endorsed the "other" category referred to 
cost considerations: 

We did not want to spend money on a consultation. 
No bulk billing. 

The most common reason endorsed by Roma/Bungil families concerned 
unwillingness of the person to use the service. Of all those who reported 
unmet need, Roma/Bungil families were at least twice as likely to endorse 
this reason as families in the other areas shown in Table 3.9. Dissatisfaction 
with the local services, inability to afford the service and travel difficulties 
were the other reasons mentioned most often by Roma/Bungil families. In 
addition, those who endorsed the "other" response category highlighted 
shortage of doctors or special services, and disincentives linked with long 
distances and/ or illness: 

The doctors were busy in maternity; 
We treated ourselves - this saves going into town; 
There is no mammography clinic available in this area; 
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I was too sick to drive myself; 
Travel and accommodation reasons. 

3.22 

It is important to point out that most families did not consider that they 
had experienced any unmet need for a basic medical service; most families 
managed to receive treatment in these medium-size rural towns. Howev
er, where unmet need was reported in the Riverland, the underlying 
reasons tended to focus on cost barriers. Britt et al (1993) reported a rela
tively low incidence of Pap smears and cardiovascular checks in country 
areas. It seems likely that most people who did not have such check-ups 
when they were due - whether through procrastination or lack of access 
to the service - would have overlooked this "unmet need". Only one 
family referred to unmet need for a check-up. 
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3.5 After-hours medical care 

Health problems can strike at times which are very inconvenient for both 
patient and doctor. Indeed, minor and major accidents often occur during 
weekends, outside the normal surgery hours of the family's usual doctor. 
Not surprisingly, Britt et al (1993) found that consultations for injuries were 
more commonly reported by GPs in rural towns than in metropolitan 
areas. Assessment of access to basic medical care thus requires examina
tion of they ways people manage when confronted with "after-hours" need 
for medical attention. 

Families were asked to indicate the type of medical service they used if a 
family member required medical treatment out of normal surgery hours 
for a condition that was not a medical emergency. Compared with all other 
study areas, a public hospital was used more commonly in the two rural 
areas as well as in Werribee, but particularly in the Riverland. Few fami
lies in the Riverland reported use of any other type of service. Such a trend 
may reflect lack of choice, or preference for a public hospital (which would 
offer a free service) over a private service which charges fees. 

While a public hospital was also the most commonly mentioned type of 
service for Roma/Bungil, 39 per cent indicated that their usual doctor saw 
them. Of all study areas, such arrangements were most common in Ro
ma/Bungil and least common in the Riverland. Not surprisingly, fewer 
than 10 per cent in each of the rural areas mentioned use of any of the other 
types of service listed in Table 3.10. 

Table 3.10: Proportion of families using after 
hours medical services by study area 
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Alter hours! 24 hr clinic 6 2 55 28 57 68 33 41 54 29 41 
Public hosphal 82 58 22 50 25 17 23 25 25 36 39 

Usual doctor 4 38 19 14 13 11 16 23 20 12 15 

Alter hrs medical service 2 1 7 7 4 4 34 8 4 11 8 

Other 4 2 4 1 1 1 2 3 2 5 5 

Total Families (n) 521 543 424 478 408 393 426 520 367 420 265 
Note: Percentages do not sum to 100 due to mlAiple responses. 
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3.5.1 Evaluations of the availability of after-hours services 

Families were asked to rate availability of after hours medical care in their 
area on the following scale: 1 "Excellent",2 "Good", 3 "Fair", and 4 "Poor". 
Alternatively, they checked the response options: "No after hours service 
exists" or "Don't know". 

Lack of knowledge about the availability of service alternatives represents 
a barrier to access. Seven per cent in the Riverland and nine per cent in 
Roma/Bungil indicated that they did not know about the availability of 
after hours care in their area. (In the urban areas, this response was pro
vided by 25 per cent in Melbourne, and 5 to 17 per cent in the other areas). 
Like the urban areas, very few families in each of the two rural areas re
ported that there was no after hours service in their area (one per cent in 
each of the two rural areas and two to five per cent in the urban areas). 

Table 3.11 shows that the mean ratings for the two rural areas were be
tween 2.00 ("Good") and 3.00 ("Fair"), and fell in the middle of the range of 
mean ratings for all areas. The mean ratings for the rural areas were sig
nificantly higher (that is,less favourable) than those for families in Box Hill 
and Melbourne, and significantly lower (that is, more favourable) than two 
outer urban areas (Werribee and Campbelltown, p<.05 or better: Newman
Kuels test). 

Table 3.11: Mean ratings concerning availability of 
after hours services in the area by study area 

Melboume 2.00 

Box HiD 2.03 

Ryde 2.14 

South Sydney 2.16 

BerrilLoxton/Renmark 2.23 

Berwick 2.25 

RomalBungil 2.32 

ElizabethlMunno Para 2.34 

Penrith 2.39 

Campbelttown 2.56 

Werribee 3.04 

Where 1.00. 'excellent' and 4.00 • "pool' 

Ratings of "fair" or "poor" were provided by 32 per cent of Riverland fam-
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ilies and 37 per cent of Roma/Bungil families, and by 24 to 30 per cent of • 
those in the inner and middle areas. However, such unfavourable ratings 
were provided by 70 per cent in Werribee and 49 per cent in Campbelltown. 

As in the urban areas, the rural families who managed to be seen by their 
own doctor were less likely to view the availability of after-hours medical 
services as "fair" or "poor", compared with those who attended a public • 
hospital. Such ratings were provided by 20 per cent of Roma/Bungil fam-
ilies and three of the 17 Riverland families who arranged visits with their 
own doctor, and by 50 per cent of public hospital users in Roma/Bungil, 
and by 30 per cent of public hospital users in the Riverland. Possibly, the 
ratings of some families refer to aspects of after-hours services other than 
availability, for example ability to be seen by personal doctor or cost. • 

Aspects o//amily living standards: a study o//amilies in two rural areas • 



• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

e. 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

ReportThree: Access to Basic Medical Care/or Families 3.25 

3.6 Priorities 

Families in urban areas - particularly those with ready access to a car -
have a wide choice of doctors and are thus likely to find a doctor who 
meets many of their priorities. However, some urban-based minority 
groups will have diffirulty, for example, some NESB groups may have 
trouble finding a doctor who understands their rulture or ethnic back
ground and who can speak their language. There are fewer choices in 
rural areas, but those available could be compatible with personal values. 
This section examines the pattern of priorities held by the rural and urban 
groups concerning aspects of basic medical services, while the next section 
examines satisfaction levels. The precise question and wording of items 
rated for importance were as follows: 

Referring to basic medical services in general, on a scale from 1 to 
5, how important is it to you to have: 

A dodor that you know? 
A number of dodors to choose from? 
A wide range of skills available at the service? 
A doctor who bulk bills/little or no cost to you? 
A dodor who understands your culture or ethnic background? 
No delays in getting an appointment? 
A service where the waiting time is low? 
A service that is close to where you live (walking distance)? 
A service where you are treated with resped? 
A choice of a female dodor? 
The dodor is good with children? 

Ratings of importance ranged from 1 "Not at all important" to 5 "Extremely 
important". Table 3.12 shows the mean ratings for all study areas. Re
spectful treatment had the highest mean rating for all areas, while a doctor 
who is good with children ranked second highest for the two rural and most 
urban areas. Other aspects of service delivery high on the agenda for all 
areas were: the dodor who is known, a service where the waiting time is low, and 
no appointment delays. Means for all these issues were above 4.00, suggest
ing that these matters were very important. 

Table 3.12: Importance attached to aspects of basic medical services: 

- _mean ratings by study area 
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Respectful treatment ... 4.79 4.76 4.75 4.80 4.79 4.84 4.81 4.78 4.67 4.65 4.n 
Good with children ... 4.60 4.64 4.60 4.61 4.59 4.72 4.69 4.47 4.43 4.38 4.41 

Doctor is known ... 4.35 4.47 4.52 4.49 4.60 4.65 4.55 4.44 4.45 428 4.34 

Low waiting time there ... 4.52 4.36 4.46 4.48 4.46 7.34 4.51 423 4.25 428 424 

No appointment delays ... 4.52 4.34 4.50 4.48 4.46 4.32 4.49 426 4.22 422 428 

Bulk billing flow costs ... 3.85 4.03 3.84 4.02 4.48 4.34 4.35 329 3.64 3.76 420 
Range of skills ... 4.52 4.33 4.11 4.09 4.12 4.07 4.05 3.69 3.72 3.45 3.65 

Close f walking distance ... 3.49 3.37 3.46 3.59 3.70 3.67 3.74 3.46 3.54 3.81 4.14 

Female doctor .. 3.60 3.64 3.08 3.41 320 3.23 329 324 3.33 3.47 3.46 

Number of doctors • 3.94 3.46 3.38 328 3.38 3.32 321 3.18 3.30 3.08 3.14 

Cuhural understanding ... 3.33 323 3.18 2.90 328 3.26 328 3.06 3.24 3.42 3.32 

·p<O.05. ··p<o.Ot. ···p<o.OOt 
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In addition, means above 4.00 were derived for a wide range of skills for the 
rural families and for the five outer urban areas, while the mean rating for 
a doctor who bulk bills/little cost was above 4.00 for Roma/Bungil families 
and for families in Werribee and in the high bulk billing urban areas 
(Campbelltown, Penrith, Elizabeth/Munno Para, and South Sydney). 

On the whole then, the patterns of priorities for rural and urban based 
families were similar, with doctor-patient relationships (respectful treatment 
and good with children) being high on the agenda of these families. 

Aspects o//amily living standards: a study offamilies in two rural areas 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 



• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

Report Three: Access to Basic Medical Care for Families 3.27 

3.7 Satisfaction 

As explained in the urban report (Weston 1994), the NHS listed patient 
satisfaction as one of eight criteria of "good general practice", the others 
being continuity of care, quality, appropriate care, anticipatory care, ad
vocacy, efficiency, and equitable access (NHS 1992, Issues Paper No.3). 
Dissatisfaction may lead to lack of continuity of care, as well as failure to 
adhere to the doctor's advice. It may also operate as a barrier to ac
cess,leading to procrastination in using the service. This can be quite 
dangerous when presenting symptoms suggest a medical check-up is 
important. 

Indeed, initiation of regular health checks such as cervical screening would 
seem less likely for women who feel they have a poor relationship with 
their doctor, or who are unhappy about other aspects of service delivery 
such as the cost of the service or the time they are expected to wait while at 
the surgery. 

Level of satisfaction with aspects of a medical service cannot be inferred 
from objective characteristics of the service or from observations of the 
chain of events characterising service provision. Rather, level of satisfac
tion appears to derive partly from the gap between expectations or 
aspirations and perceived circumstances. 

Such expectations or aspirations, in turn, can be influenced by various 
comparisons, including current personal circumstances relative to peers 
and past personal circumstances (see Emmons & Diener 1985; Headey & 
Wearing 1992; Michalos 1986). Thus parents may be reasonably satisfied 
with paying fees of $4.00 above the Medicare rebate, unless they find that 
most other families in the area with similar financial circumstances have a 
free service. Again, payment of the $4.00 gap is likely to be very appealing 
if this gap is lower than that usually paid. 

In addition, general happiness or unhappiness can predispose people to 
view their circumstances positively or negatively, while time can lead to 
some level of adaptation to changed circumstances (see Brickman, Coates 
& Janoff-Bulman 1978; Headey & Wearing 1992). Again, satisfaction with 
the main medical service may well be influenced by biases or preconceived 
ideas held about doctors. The same treatment may be seen as condescend
ing by one person who views doctors to be genera~y elitist, and kind by 
another who considers that doctors are caring. Patients may also become 
angry with the bearer of bad news, and disparage the treatment they re
ceived in this consultation, and happy with the bearer of good news, 
expressing satisfaction with this person's approach. 

Further, evaluations may be influenced by generalised beliefs about social 
support, that is, by the extent to which other people in general are viewed 
as supportive or unsupportive. According to Sarason, Pierce and Sarason 
(1990), these generalised beliefs influence not only expectations and ap
praisals of specific relationships, but also actual social interactions which 
take place, and their interpretation. 

The adage, "One person's cup is another's poison" highlights the difficulty 
in attempting to evaluate the circumstances of people without taking into 
account their personal views. Whether justified or not, dissatisfaction with 
medical services represents a potential barrier to seeking treatment and 
may lower the chances of successful progress of any consultation which 
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does take place. Indeed, it appears that compliance with advice stemming 
from the consultation is positively related to patient satisfaction with the 
doctor and negatively related to time spent waiting at the surgery (see Pitts 
1991). Level of satisfaction is thus relevant to the issue of equity of access 
and outcomes. 

Like importance ratings, satisfaction ratings were derived from one parent, 
or both parents responding jointly, with the author known for sole parents 
only. The data will be discussed as "family" results in order to highlight 
the fact that only one set of measures was derived for each family. 

Parents rated on nine point scales their satisfaction with 12 issues, if these 
were of concern to them. The ratings ranged from 1 "Extremely dissatis
fied" to 9 "Extremely satisfied". For this analysis, mean ratings above 7.00 
are taken as representing high satisfaction, means between 6.50 and 7.00 
are classified as "clear satisfaction", while those between 3.50 and 6.49 are 
viewed as representing "mixed feelings", and means below 3.50 are classi
fied as "clear dissatisfaction". 
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3.7.1 Expressions of indifference 

Table 3.13 shows the wording of each item and the proportion of the total 
sample indicating "no concern" with each item. Nearly three quarters of all 
families expressed no concern with NESB service provision (87 per cent in 
Roma/Bungil, 76 per cent in the Riverland, and 60 to 78 per cent in the 
urban areas). In addition, 37 per cent appeared to be indifferent to cultural 
understanding (47 per cent in Roma/Bungil, 43 per cent in the Riverland, 
and 26 to 42 per cent in the urban areas). No more than 10 per cent of all 
families expressed indifference to the other issues, and only one or two per 
cent indicated no concern with quality of treatment, ease of travel, time taken 
to get an appointment, and time waiting at the service (0 to 3 per cent in Ro
ma/Bungil and the Riverland). 

Table 3.13: Percentage of all families in the 11 
study areas who expressed no concern about 

aspects of their basic medical service 
Aspect of Service: % All Famaies 

The qual~y of the treatment 1 
The range of skills available at the service 3 

The number of doctors you can choose from 10 

How good the doctor is w~h children 6 

The cost of the service 5 

The billing arrangements 5 

How easily you can travel to the service 2 

The time taken to get an appointment 1 

The respect you are given as a person 1 

The time you wa~ at the service 1 

The extent to which the doctor understands your cutture/ethnic background 36 

Provision of services for persons whose first language is not English 72 

Total Families (n) 4765 
Note: Percentages do not sum to 100 due to multiple responses. 
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3.7.2 The structure of satisfaction scales 

For the urban report, principal components analysis (with varimax rota
tion) was applied to the satisfaction data. This procedure is often used for 
the development of multi-item scales. It simplifies interpretation of vari
ables which go "hand-in-hand", and provides insight into the nature of 
underlying dimensions. In addition, the results of this analysis provided a 
guide for organising the assessment of locational trends in satisfaction 
(presented in the next section). 

The items concerning satisfaction with cultural understanding and NESB 
sennce provision were not included in this analysis owing to the large num
bers expressing no concern about these issues. Three clear factors were 
derived from principal components analysis. When the data for the rural 
areas were added and the analysis was repeated, the same factor structure 
was derived. In order to differentiate these factors from individual items, 
the former will be emboldened, while individual items will continue to be 
presented in italics. 

The first factor concerned the quality of the service, and included the fol
lowing issues: quality of treatment, range of skills, number of dodors, and how 
good the dodor is with children. The second concerned service availability, 
and included: the time taken to get an appointment, the time you wait at the 
service, and how easily you can travel to the sennce. The third component re
ferred to billing matters, and included two items: the cost of the service and 
billing arrangements. 

Scales representing each family's average rating for these two components 
were derived. These scales appeared to have sound internal reliability, as 
indicated in the urban report (Weston 1994). 

The most satisfactory and most important aspect of the medical service 
used (respect received) had fairly strong loadings on both quality of the 
services and service availability, particularly the former (loadings = .63 
and .46 respectively). It seems likely that satisfaction with respect received 
derives from the extent to which families are satisfied with aspects of these 
broad matters. 
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3.7.3 Levels of satisfaction 

Table 3.14 presents the mean ratings of satisfaction with each aspect of 
medical services examined for all 11 areas, and for the three scales. Dif
ferent print has been used to highlight mean ratings which fall within 
different ranges of the nine point scale. First, the two rural areas will be 
compared with all other areas in relation to the number of issues with 
mean ratings within specific ranges of the scale will be examined. Second, 
the study areas will be compared in terms of their average ratings for each 
issue and scale. 

Table 3.14: Satisfaction with main services used: 
mean ratings by study area 
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Individual items: 

Respectful treatment .. 7.57 8.02 8.23 7.88 8.26 ill ~ ~ ~ ~ §.2§ 

Good with children ••• 7.84 8.13 W 7.81 ill ill 7.99 ill 7.89 7.70 7.97 

Cuttural understanding • 7.68 ill 7.85 7.85 7.69 7.86 7.18 ll!!l 7.90 7.78 ill 
Ease of travel HO 7.71 7.76 7.68 7.56 7.53 7.86 7.81 7.81 7.72 7.79 ~ 

Treatment quality • 7.36 7.51 7.89 7.54 7.73 7.83 7.66 7.85 7.n 7.59 7.74 

Billing arrangements .. 4.97 6.84 7.18 7.59 ~ U2 ~ 7.03 7.47 7.82 U1 
Getting appointments .. 6.36 7.58 7.61 7.34 7.34 7.16 7.66 7.63 7.42 7.45 7.71 

Cost of service ... 5.12· 6.94 6.67 728 7.86 lli 7.86 6.44 7.03 7.56 W 
Range of skills .. 7.07 6.95 7.53 7.14 7.32 7.43 7.23 7.37 7.41 7.02 7.36 

Number of doctors ... 7.75 6.84 7.46 726 7.16 729 7.04 7.30 7.11 6.69 6.96 

Time waiting for service ... 5.47 6.95 6.74 6.69 6.71 6.69 6.94 6.74 6.90 6.81 6.95 

NESB service provision ... 5.80 6.52 6.84 6.19 6.49 6.69 6.39 6.80 7.07 7.01 7.03 

Scales: 

Quality of service HO 7.53 729 7.75 7.45 7.59 7.68 7.50 7.65 7.58 7Z1 7.52 

Service availability ... 6.49 7.43 7.33 7.19 7.19 724 7.47 7.39 7.35 7.35 7.63 

Billing matters ... 5.05 6.83 6.94 7.42 7.95 ~ 7.94 6.72 7.22 7.69 ~ 

Key: 

AboveB.OO 8.76 6.00106.49 6.32 

7.01 IDB.OO 7.65 Be/ow6.00 4.32 

6.50 ID 7.00 6.54 ·p<0.05, "p<O.OI, '''p < 0.001 

Range of satisfaction levels 

How well do the evaluations of families in the rural areas "fit" in this gen
erally positive evaluation of basic medical services? For the matrix of 
individual items, 25 mean ratings were above 8.00, five of which were de
rived for South Sydney, four for Penrith and three for Box Hill and 
Campbelltown. Two mean ratings above 8.00 were derived for Ro
ma/Bungil while the Riverland and Werribee were the only study areas 
with no mean ratings at this high level. Means above 8.00 were particu
larly likely to be derived for respectful treatment, and this applied for 
Roma/Bungil. The other issue with a mean rating at this level for Ro
ma/Bungil was cultural understanding. 

Most of the other mean ratings in the matrix of individual items were 
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above 7.00. In all urban study areas, only one to three issues generated 
mean ratings below this level. In Roma/Bungil, six of the twelve mean 
ratings were below 7.00, but none was below 6.50. That is, Roma/Bungil 
families appeared to be "highly satisfied" with half the issues and "clearly 
satisfied" with the rest, while urban-based families tended to express "high 
satisfaction" with most issues. 

Riverland families tended to be "highly satisfied" with seven issues (i.e., 
mean ratings were above 7.00). All other mean ratings suggested "mixed 
feelings" (i.e., mean ratings were below 6.50). In fact, four were below 6.00: 
cost of service, billing arrangements, time waiting at service and NESB service 
provision. No issues generated mean ratings below 6.00 for families in the 
other study areas. 

Only five of the 33 mean scores for the scales derived from principal com
ponents analysis were below 7.00, with two of these derived for the 
Riverland and one for Roma/Bungil. The mean score for service avail
ability suggested "mixed feelings" for Riverland families and "high 
satisfaction" for all other families, while the mean rating for billing matters 
also suggested "mixed feelings" for Riverland families, and "clear" or 
"high" satisfaction for all other areas. However, all mean scores for quality 
of service were above 7.00 suggesting "high satisfaction". 

Comparison of mean ratings for each issue 

Families in all study areas tended to express high satisfaction with respect
ful treatment - the most important aspect of service delivery for all groups. 
However, the mean rating for the Riverland was significantly lower than 
those for all other study areas. As mentioned above, Roma/Bungil fami
lies seemed particularly content with this issue, along with cultural 
understanding. 

All mean scores for the quality of service scale were above 7.00. However, 
the lowest averages were derived for families in Roma/Bungil and Mel
bourne, with these averages being significantly lower than those for 
Berwick, Penrith and Box Hill families. The mean for the Riverland ranked 
seventh highest and did not differ significantly from any of the other mean 
ratings. 

Figure 3.4 presents the mean ratings for items in the quality of service 
scale. The results should be presented as bar graphs rather than line 
graphs because each issue represents a discrete variable rather than some 
point on a scale such as age, weight or time. However, line graphs provide 
a clearer picture of the issues upon which the groups differed most. 

There were four items in the quality of service scale, and a doctor who is 
good with children represented the only issue in this scale in which mean 
ratings for rural areas did not differ significantly from some of those for 
other areas. The two rural areas ranked lowest in terms of their mean rat
ing for quality of treatment, although no significant differences were 
apparent between Roma/Bungil and other groups on this issue. On the 
other hand, families in the Riverland seemed significantly less satisfied 
with this issue than all other families except those in Elizabeth/Munno 
Para, Melbourne, Werribee and Roma/Bungil. 

In addition, the mean ratings for range of skills ranked lowest and third 
lowest for Roma/Bungil and the Riverland families respectively. Both 
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groups seemed significantly less satisfied with this issue than Berwick 
families, while Rorna/Bungil families also seemed significantly less satis
fied than families in the middle areas as well as South Sydney and Penrith. 

Figure 3.4: Satisfaction with aspects of main medical service used: mean ratings by 
stud area 

Berri/LoxtonlRenmark r--------:lr----o:~ ........ ~r-----

RomalBungil t-----~~s.:--__.::----"-:~----

Benwkkt-------~~-~~~---

Werribee t------~"';sc....~F___<III''------

Campbelltown +-------'V-' ....--~-...... ----
Penrith +---------:":r,;.--~__,I~---

ElizabethlMunno Para +-------?:--..... --+--...... ----
BoxHiII t--------'-~--+_~~---

Rydet-----~~~~~_,~'------

Melbourne +----- 'f:~E---~~-----
South Sydney +-----~.~~----I.....:::I~-----
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Finally, Riverland families had the highest mean rating for number of 
doctors. This mean was significantly higher than those for all other areas. 
The mean rating for number of doctors for Roma/Bungil families ranked 
second lowest, and these families seemed significantly less satisfied than 
families in the Riverland, the two middle urban areas, and two of the outer 
areas (Werribee and Penrith). 

Roma/Bungil ranked second and the Riverland rank lowest in terms of 
their mean scores for the service availability scale. The mean for River
land families was significantly lower than the means for all other areas, 
while that for Roma/Bungil was significantly higher than the mean for 
Riverland families only. This scale was based on three items.. For two of 
these - getting appointments and time waiting at service - the mean for Ro
ma/Bungil ranked second or third highest, while that for the Riverland 
ranked lowest (Figure 3.5). Indeed, Riverland families appeared to be sig
nificantly less satisfied with these two issues than all other groups. 

Roma/Bungil families indicated significantly higher satisfaction with get
ting appointments than Penrith and Riverland families, but were signifi
cantly more satisfied with time waiting at service than Riverland families 
only. For the third issue - travelling time - the means for Roma/Bungil 
and the Riverland ranked sixth or seventh highest. South Sydney families 
appeared to be significantly more satisfied with this issue than families in 
all other areas, while the mean ratings for these other areas did not differ 
significantly from each other. 
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Figure 3.5: Satisfaction with aspects of main medical service used: mean ratings by 
stud area 
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Not surprisingly, the Riverland ranked lowest in terms of means for bill- • 
ing matters and for each of the two items in the scale -- billing arrangements 
and cost of the service. For the overall scale and for each item, Riverland 
families seemed significantly less satisfied than families in all other areas. 
Figure 3.6 depicts the mean ratings for the items in this scale, with the 
study areas ordered in terms of the proportion of families who were bulk 
billed (from lowest to highest). • 

Figure 3.6: Satisfaction with aspects of main medical service used: mean ratings by 
stud area 
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The average ratings for Roma/Bungil tended to be similar to, or higher 
than, those for the low bulk billing urban areas. For the billing matters 
scale and for the billing arrangements item, the means for Roma/Bungil 
ranked second or third lowest and were significantly higher than those for 
the Riverland, but significantly lower than those for all urban areas except 
Box Hill and Berwick. In relation to cost of the service, the mean for Ro
ma/Bungil ranked fourth lowest, and was significantly higher than Box 
Hill and Berwick, but significantly lower than the four high bulk billing 
areas (South Sydney, Penrith, Campbelltown, and Elizabeth/Munno Para) 
as well as Melbourne. 

Average ratings for the two remaining issues (cultural understanding and 
NESB seroice provision) are presented in Figure 3.7. Rorna/Bungil's average 
rating for cultural understanding ranked highest while that for the Riverland 
ranked second lowest. However, Roma/Bungil families appeared to be 
significantly more satisfied than families in the Riverland and Camp bell
town only. The average rating of Riverland families on this issue differed 
significantly from that of Roma/Bungil families only. 

The mean for NESB seroice provision ranked sixth highest for Roma/Bungil 
families and lowest for the Riverland. However, Riverland families 
seemed significantly less satisfied than families in four urban areas (Ryde, 
Melbourne, South Sydney and Berwick), while the average rating for Ro
ma/Bungil families did not differ significantly from those for families in 
any of the other 10 study areas. 

Figure 3.7: Satisfaction with aspects of main medical service used: mean ratings by 
stud area 
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Table 3.15 (overleaf) summarises the direction of trends for the significance 
tests discussed above. 
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Table 3.15: Summary of significance tests between mean 
satisfaction ratings or scale scores for the study areas· 

Item or scale The Riverland RomalBungil 

Respectful treatment < all 10 areas > Riverland only 

Cultural understanding < RomalBungil only > Riverland & Carnpbelltown 

NESB service provision < 4 urban areas NS 

Quality of service NS < 3 urban areas 

Quality of treatment < 6 urban areas NS 

Good with children NS NS 

Range of skills < Berwick < 5 urban areas 

Number of doctors > all 10 areas < Riverland & 4 urban areas 

Service availability < all 10 areas > Riverland 

Time waiting at service < all 10 areas >Riverland 

Getting appointments < all 10 areas > Riverland & Penrith 

Ease of travel < South Sydney < South Sydney 

Billing matters < all 10 areas > Rivertand; < 7 urban areas 

Billing affangmenets < all 10 areas > Riverlands; < 7 urban areas 

Cost of service < all 10 areas 
> Riverland & 2 urban areas; 

< 5 urban areas 

• The indMdual items are in italics, and the derived scales alll emboldened. 

NS " Mean rating was not signficantly diffelllnt from any other area 

> : the mean rating for the rural area Is greater than those listed 

< : the mean rating for the rural area is greater than those listed 

In short, families in the Riverland expressed significantly lower satisfac
tion than those in all other areas with five of the twelve individual issues 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

including respectful treatment - the issue which was most important to • 
them. They were also significantly less satisfied than families in one or 
more study areas with another five issues, but expressed significantly 
higher satisfaction than families in all study areas with number of doctors. 
(The latter issue concerned the number of doctors from which to choose at 
the medical service they used.) These families seemed no more or less 
satisfied than other families with how good their doctor is with children. • 
Trends for Roma/Bungil were not as extreme as those for the Riverland. 

It is important to point out that some differences in mean ratings which 
were statistically significant may not have much practical meaning in ev-
eryday life. However, it seems reasonable to suggest that overall pattern 
of mean ratings indicates that Riverland families were inclined to be less . • 
content than other families with several issues. 

• 

• 
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3.8 Visits to general practitioners 

As McClelland (1991) has pOinted out, some studies which have observed 
relatively high use of health services by low socioeconomic groups have 
failed to assess whether these results can be explained by poorer health of 
low socioeconomic groups. However, it is difficult to assess the extent to 
which use of a service is commensurate with need, when the service is de
signed to provide assistance with prevention of problems as well as their 
resolution, and with management of those which cannot be resolved. 

That is, people attend GPs not only for "curative" and illness management 
purposes (where their need is reflected in health problems), but also for 
reasons of illness prevention or health promotion. Pregnancy and post
natal care, as well as birth control and check-ups can result in several visits 
to the doctor for healthy women who would be seen as "over-users" of 
their GP, if poor health is taken as the measure of "need". 

Some of these visits may not be possible for women who live in areas 
where there is not an ample supply of GPs; as explained above, the GPs 
working in these areas may have little time for consultations which have 
not been triggered by illness. This section first compares the patterns of GP 
visits reported for parents and their children in the two rural areas and 
urban areas (taken together). Attention is then directed to parents' visits, 
where differences in GP visits are re-examined in order to assess the extent 
to which any observed differences between rural and urban areas in GP 
visits can be explained in terms of differences in bulk billing rates, the 
family's financial status and personal health status. 

Parents were asked to indicate the number of times in the previous 12 
months that each member in their household had visited a GP. Five dif
ferent response categories were provided. 
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3.8.1 Frequency of GP visits reported for pre-school age children 

Figure 3.8 shows the proportions of families in the Riverland, Ro
ma/Bungil and (combined) urban areas who checked different response 
categories for their pre-school age boys and girls. Three to six visits were 
most commonly reported for boys and girls in each of the three areas (re
ported by 36 to 40 per cent). Less than 10 per cent indicated that the child 
had not visited at all, while 7 to 14 per cent reported 12 or more visits. 

The largest study area difference was between Riverland and urban-based 
girls: a higher proportion of Riverland than urban girls were reported to 
have visited only once or twice (32 per cent versus 19 per cent), and a 
slightly lower proportion of Riverland than urban girls had apparently 
made seven of more visits (24 per cent versus 33 per cent). Boys in Ro
ma/Bungil were also less likely to have visited seven or more times, 
compared with urban-based boys (24 per cent versus 34 per cent). Al
though such differences were statistically significant (p<.OS), the overall 
picture suggested considerable similarity between study areas. 

Figure 3.8: Number of GP visits reported in the last 12 months for pre-school age 
. children by gender and study area 
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3.8.2 Frequency of GP visits reported for children aged 5 to 11 years 

The number of visits reported for 5 to 11 year old boys and girls in these 
three areas are presented in Figure 3.9. While for pre-schoolers, three to six 
visits were most commonly reported, for this older group, the most com
mon responses were one to two or three to six visits. Apparently, 13 to 17 
per cent of the rural children of this age, and eight per cent of the urban 
children, did not attend their GP at all. The urban children in this age 
group seemed less likely to attend no more than twice (36 to 38 per cent) 
than the children in the rural areas (46 to 56 per cent). Around 24 per cent 
of the urban children, and 10 to 16 per cent of the rural children, appeared 
to attend at least seven times. The differences in the patterns for urban and 
rural children were significant at the one per cent level or better. 

Figure 3.9: Number of GP visits reported In the last 12 months for children aged 5 to 
11 years b gender and stud area . 
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3.8.3 Frequency of GP visits reported for children aged 12 to 15 years 

Like the 5 to 11 year old groups, the 12 to 15 year old children seemed most 
likely to have attended either once or twice, or three to six times (Figure 
3.10). Seven or more visits were reported for 12 per cent of boys in the 
urban study areas, and only two to three per cent of their counterparts in 
the two rural areas. The largest differences, however, occurred for the 
Riverland and urban children. No more than two visits were reported for 
63 to 67 per cent of Riverland children and around half those living in the 
urban study areas (p<.01 for boys and p<.05 for girls). . 

Figure 3.10: Number of GP visits reported In the last 12 months for children aged 5 to 
11 ears b gender and stud area 
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3.8.4 Frequency of GP visits reported for children aged 16 to 19 years 

As for the latter two age groups, Figure 3.11 shows that the most com
monly reported visits for those aged 16 to 19 years were once to twice, or 
three to six times. The largest study area differences concerned Riverland 
girls and the other two groups of girls, with no more than two visits being 
reported for a higher proportion of Riverland than other girls (55 per cent 
versus 41 per cent), and seven or more visits being reported for a lower 
proportion of Riverland than other girls (7 per cent versus 17 to 22 per 
cent). 

Figure 3.11: Number of GP visits reported in the last 12 months for children aged 12 
to 15 years b ender and stud area 
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In summary, the overall patterns of visits for the two rural areas and the 
combined urban study areas were similar. Where differences were appar
ent, more frequent visits for the urban based groups were reported, 
compared with either the Riverland or both rural areas. For each of the 
four age groups, Riverland girls seemed to attend less frequently than ur
ban girls (p<.05 or better for each comparison). 

Such differences may reflect better health or greater use of alternative 
health services for Riverland girls compared with urban girls, inadequate 
use for Riverland girls, or "over-use" for urban based girls. However, the 
reported pattern of visits for urban-based girls differed significantly from 
that for their Roma/Bungil counterparts for one age group only (5 to 11 
years). Secondly, rates of illnesses/disabilities for rural and urban areas 
did not differ significantly for each age group of boys and girls. 
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3.8.5 Frequency of GP visits reported for parents 

The percentage distribution of responses concerning parents' visits are 
presented in Figure 3.12. Not surprisingly, a greater number of visits were 
recalled for mothers than fathers (p<OOl for each comparison). No visits 
were reported for 13 to 16 per cent of fathers and around 6 per cent of 
mothers, while seven or more visits were reported for 10 to 15 per cent of 
fathers, and for 22 to 28 per cent of mothers. For fathers, a "rural/urban" 
difference was statistically significant but seemed small nonetheless (p<.05 
or better): fathers who lived in the Riverland and Roma/Bungil appeared 
slightly more likely to have attended no more than twice, compared with 
fathers in the urban study areas (57 per cent versus 48 per cent). 

Figure 3.12: Number of GP visits reported in the last 12 months for children aged 16 
to 19 ears b ender and stud area 
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The only significant differences in reported visits for mothers. concerned 
those in the Riverland compared with the other two groups (p<.Ol in each • 
case). Like their daughters, mothers in the Riverland appeared to make 
fewer visits than their counterparts in the other areas. However, although. 
statistically Significant, differences were small. 

Four possible explanations for these small trends are explored below. The 
first two concerned differences in patterns of GP visits for rural parents • 
who lived in town and out of town, and for mothers with and without 
infants. The third possible explanation concerned rates of chronic illness-
es/ disabilities, while the fourth focused upon the combined effects of 
payment arrangements and equivalent household income (for non-farm 
families only). , 
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In town and out-of-town parents 

Not surprisingly, Roma/Bungil parents who lived out of town appeared to 
visit their GP less frequently, compared with all other groups. For exam
ple, seven or more visits were reported by 5 per cent of out-of-town 
Roma/Bungil fathers and 12 per cent who lived in town, and by 21 per cent 
and 39 per cent of out-of-town and town mothers respectively. In the Riv
erland, 10 to 13 per cent of fathers and 22 to 23 per cent of mothers who 
lived out-of-town and in town appeared to visit their GP seven or more 
times, while for the urban sample, such visits were reported for 15 per cent 
of fathers and 28 per cent of mothers. These trends are consistent with 
previous studies which have reported a reluctance of farm families to visit 
doctors, for reasons of distance or preference for self-reliance (see Hum
phreys and Rolley 1991) 

Mothers with and without infants 

Mothers with children aged less than 12 months were particularly likely to 
make seven or more visits, for such visits would have overlapped with 
pregnancy and post-natal care. However, the slightly lower GP use of 
Riverland mothers than other mothers continued to apply to those without 
such infants. No more than two visits were reported for 41 per cent of 
Riverland mothers without infants, and by 31 to 33 per cent of their coun
terparts in the other two areas, while seven or more visits were reported by 
19 per cent of the former group and 26 per cent of the other two groups 
(taken separately). 

Between 8 and 12 per cent in each area had children aged less than 12 
months. However, the urban-based mothers with infants were less likely 
than their counterparts in the two rural areas to report visiting their GP 
seven or more times (42 per cent versus 75 to 80 per cent, p<.OO1), for these 
urban-based mothers were more likely than the other mothers to use ob
stetricians and gynaecologists (48 per cent versus 7 to 8 per cent). (Re
ported visits to these specialists by urban-based mothers with infants 
varied with equivalent household income: from 34 per cent of the poor to 
65 per cent of those with incomes of at least twice the poverty line.) 

Chronic illnesses/disabilities 

The small overall differences in the pattern of GP visits reported for par
ents in these three areas could not be explained in terms of variation in 
rates of such health problems. Chronic illnesses / disabilities were reported 
for 15 to 18 per cent of mothers and 15 to 20 per cent of fathers in each of 
the three groups. No significant locational differences were apparent in 
the reported pattern of visits for fathers or mothers with chronic 
illnesses/ disabilities. 

In other words, the tendency for fathers in the two rural areas to visit their 
GP less frequently than their urban-based counterparts applied to those 
without illnesses/disabilities. No more than two visits were reported for 
63 per cent of these fathers in each of the two rural areas and 53 per cent of 
those in the urban study areas. Of mothers with no apparent chronic ill
ness/ disability, no more than two visits were reported by 42 per cent in the 
Riverland, 32 per cent in Roma/Bungil and 35 per cent in the urban study 
areas. 
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Billing arrangements and equivalent household income 

The marginally less frequent visits of Riverland than other mothers may 
have been linked with their relatively low income coupled with the almost 
universal private billing arrangements which applied in this area. The ur
ban families were the least likely to be poor (22 per cent versus 3S per cent 
in Roma/Bungil and 41 per cent in the Riverland). (These rates refer to 
non-farm families only.) 

In the following analysis, the parents in these three areas are sub
divided according to equivalent household income: up to 120 per cent, 121 
to 199 per cent, and 200 per cent or more of the poverty line. 

Consistent with previous findings, poor parents were inclined to attend 
GPs more frequently than those with incomes of at least twice the poverty 
line - a trend which may reflect their poorer health and their greater reli
ance on eps rather than specialists (see NHS 1992, Research Paper No.l; 
Weston 1994). 

Of the non-farm Riverland parents who were poor, seven or more visits 
were reported by 19 per cent of fathers and by 33 per cent of mothers (vir
tually all of whom were privately billed). For the three (non-farm) income 
groups (taken separately), no significant differences were apparent be
tween the number of visits reported for Roma/Bungil parents who were 
bulk billed or charged fees. There seems little reason to believe that such 
non-significant trends would not apply in the Riverland, were bulk billing 
available. 

For the urban sample, frequency of visits was not significantly related to 
payment arrangements for fathers who were poor, and for fathers with 
household incomes of twice the poverty line, but the other fathers and all 
three groups of mothers who were bulk billed were slightly more likely to 
report seven or more visits compared with their counterparts who were 
charged fees. 

Although statistically significant, such differences for urban parents were 
small. For example, the proportions of bulk billed and privately billed 
mothers who apparently visited their GP seven or more times were: 42 
versus 37 per cent of the poor; 28 per cent versus 24 per cent of the next 
income group; and 25 per cent versus 18 per cent of those with incomes of 
at least twice the poverty line. It appears that these differences for mothers 
can be explained by other factors distinguishing between those bulk billed 
and those who were charged fees; that is payment arrangements were no 
longer significantly related to reported visits when other factors were con
trolled (see Weston 1994). 

Frequency of visits to the GP was more closely linked with poverty than 
with payment arrangements. Thus, seven or more visits applied to 33 to 37 
per cent of poor mothers in the Riverland, Roma/Bungil and urban areas 
who paid fees, and by only one quarter of those in Roma/Bungil and ur
ban areas who were bulk billed and who had equivalent household 
incomes of at least twice the poverty line. 

In summary, fathers in the two rural areas appeared to visit their GP slight
ly less frequently than fathers in urban areas. For Roma/Bungil fathers, 
this trend would have been affected by the less frequent GP visits of those 
who lived out of town. However, the rural/urban difference in frequency 
of GP visits for fathers seemed to be unrelated to rates of chronic illness-
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es/ disabilities and to the joint effects of income level and payment 
arrangements. 

Riverland mothers seemed to be less frequent GP attenders than other 
mothers - a trend which seemed unrelated to in-town/out-of-town loca
tion, presence/ absence of an infant, and incidence of chronic 
illness/ disabilities. Payment arrangements were unrelated to visits for 
Roma/Bungil mothers and it seems likely that the same would apply in 
the Riverland. Seven or more visits were slightly more common for bulk 
billed than privately billed mothers in urban areas, but such trends would 
have been offset by the fact that there were more poor families in the Riv
erland than in urban areas, and poverty was linked with greater GP use. 

The results of this analysis must be considered preliminary, for they do not 
take into account the fact that "need" may refer to illness prevention or 
health promotion (as discussed above). Further, only one measure of 
health status is used (presence/absence of chronic illness/disability), and 
the variation between urban areas has not been taken into account. 

Differences existed between study areas in other health status measures 
which may have affected GP use. For example, fathers and mothers in the 
two rural areas were less likely than those in urban areas to report any 
"sick days" during the previous 12 months (54 to 59 per cent of fathers in 
the two rural areas versus 66 to 72 per cent in the urban areas; 68 to 69 per 
cent of mothers in the two rural areas versus 76 to 81 per cent in the urban 
areas). However, fathers in the Riverland were amongst those most likely 
to report that their health had interfered with activities, particularly the 
amount or type of work they do (33 per cent of fathers in the Riverland, 23 
per cent in Roma/Bungit and 21 per cent in the urban areas). 
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3.9 Summary and conclusion 

Good health is often taken for granted until illness strikes in ourselves or in 
others close to us. It is a key aspect of personal and family wellbeing, af
fecting, and being affected by, other aspects such as employment and 
financial resources. The expectation of good health is not surprising, given 
that Australians are amongst the healthiest in the world (ArnW 19921994). 
Nevertheless, inequities in health status, including rural-urban differences, 
are clearly evident (e.g. NHS 1992, Research Paper No.l, AIHW 1992, 
1994). 

Given the importance of good health to quality of life, ready access to 
health services is integral to the concepts of equity and social justice. The 
basic aim of the Commonwealth Government's Access and Equity strategy 
is to provide access to public services to all eligible persons in need of 
them. Nevertheless, as Humphreys (1990) has noted, rural Australians 
will always be worse off than city dwellers in terms of service provision. 

The issue of access is critical in the area of general practice services, given 
the shortage of GPs in rural areas, and the importance of such services in 
helping people maintain good health and overcome or manage illness. As 
the NHS explained "General practice looks after the medical needs of most 
of the people most of the time" (NHS 1992, Issues Paper No.3:8). 

The present chapter focused on access-related issues linked with basic 
health services for families in the two rural AlSS study areas, with com
parisons made with the urban study areas. According to Britt et ai's (1993) 
classification, each of the Riverland towns as well as Roma would be con
sidered "medium" in size, although as Burbidge and Winter note in 
Chapter 4, they would be considered "large" according to some 
classifications. 

The concept of access is difficult to define, let alone measure. It depends on 
the relationship between the characteristics of the service and those of po-
tential clients. Elements of both sides of this equation were considered, 
including cost of the service used and the financial resources of the fami
lies, as well as location of the service, travelling times required and modes 
of transport used. Perceptions of unmet need for care and use and evalu-
ation of after hours care were also examined. In addition, the importance 
families attached to different aspects of service delivery and their satisfac-
tion with aspects of the service they used were examined, along with 
frequency of visits to GPs in the previous 12 months. . 

The present results focused on families which children under the age of 20 
years; the experiences of the elderly who are particularly likely to suffer 
chronic health problems has not been addressed. 
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centre. There was thus an opportunity for "continuity of care", which the 
NHS (1992 Issues Paper No.3) listed as one of the criteria of "good general 
practice". The NHS argued that this can be achieved in group practices 
through the development of a shared view of the health care needs of 
patients. Presumably, it can also be achieved in community health centres. • 
Although the majority of families used a private doctor, rural families 
ranked amongst the lowest in terms of private doctor use. The most com-
mon alternatives were public hospitals for Roma/Bungil families and 
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community health centres for families in the Riverland. 

An important goal of Medicare is the provision of access for all people to 
good formal health care services on the basis of need, not income. In this 
respect, families in the Riverland were missing out. In all study areas ex
cept the Riverland, bulk billing was particularly likely to apply to families 
which received DSS pensions or benefits, although some loeational differ
ences were apparent. No such trend was apparent in the Riverland, 
because virtually all families were charged fees. The payment arrange
ments in the Riverland were thus markedly different from all other study 
areas. 

In country areas, long distances may be covered quickly, unless roads are 
unsealed, but fuel consumption costs may be high. Nearly one third of 
families in the two rural study areas indieated that their basic medical ser
vice was within easy walking distance from home, although this applied to 
only 20 per cent of non-town dwellers in Roma/Bungil and none in the 
Riverland. Most families had the advantages of use of a car and would 
have experienced lower traffic congestion and fewer parking difficulties 
than those in the urban areas. The few who did not have a car and who 
lived further than walking distance from their service would have been 
disadvantaged by the highly limited public transport. The limited choice 
of families in the rural areas was highlighted by the fact that relatively few 
reported use of a service outside their town/ suburb. 

Like the urban study areas, most families in the two rural areas indicated 
that they managed to arrive at their basic medical service within ten 
minutes. Indeed, the proportions of rural families reporting this were 
amongst the highest of all study areas. Nevertheless, journeys of at least 30 
minutes were reported by one third of those in Roma/Bungil, with 12 per 
cent indicating journeys of at least one hour. Few families in the Riverland 
reported journeys of at least 30 minutes. 

Most reasons for such long journeys undertaken by rural families suggest
ed lack of choice, while most urban-based families who reported such long 
journeys highlighted the opportunities of these families to "shop around" 
for a service which best met their priorities. 

Only a small proportion of families in the rural and urban study areas re
ported that a family member did not use a basic medical service when 
needed, within the previous 12 months. Like urban areas, unmet need was 
more likely to be reported for parents than for children, with mothers in 
the Riverland being particularly likely to be nominated when unmet need 
was reported. 

Given the virtual lack of bulk billing in the Riverland, it is not surprising 
that unmet need was more commonly reported by disadvantaged than 
other families in the Riverland, where disadvantage was measured in 
terms of DSS pensioner/beneficiary status, equivalent household income 
and presence or absence of a member which chronic illness/disability 
(who would require relatively frequent visits to a doctor). Again, not sur
prisingly,most Riverland families who reported unmet need mentioned 
cost barriers. This reason was more commonly mentioned in the Riverland 
than in any of the other study areas. . 

It seems likely that failure to have important periodic health checks such as 
Pap smears would be overlooked by many families when reporting on un
met need. Given the limited provision of health screening services by rural 
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based GPs (Britt et ai1993), this would seem a particular problem for rural 
people. 

Given that health problems can strike at any time, access to health services 
outside normal working hours is essential. Few families in any of the 
study areas reported that there was no after hours service available. Use of 
a public hospital was relatively common in the rural study areas, particu
larly the Riverland, where few families used other types of after hours 
services. This may reflect lack of choice or the need or desire to use a free 
service. While a public hospital was also the most common service used in 
Roma/Bungil, a greater proportion of families in this area than in all other 
areas indicated that they were treated by their usual doctor. Although 32 
to 37 per cent of families in the rural study areas described the availability 
of after-hours care as "fair" or "poor", these rates were lower than those for 
two outer urban study areas. 

Another access issue concerns the extent to which families managed to find 
a service which is consistent with their own pattern of priorities. The NHS 
(1992, Issues Paper No.3) listed patient satisfaction as a criterion of "good 
general practice". Dissatisfaction with aspects of a service emphasised by 
clients may represent an important barrier to seeking treatment or to the 
usefulness of any consultation which takes place (Pitts 1991). 

The patterns of priorities concerning aspects of service delivery were sim
ilar for the rural and urban groups, with doctor-patient relationships 
(being treated with respect and having a doctor who is good with children) 
forming the most important considerations. 

Riverland families seemed more satisfied than families in all other study 
areas with one issue: the number of doctors from which to choose at the 
medical service they used. However, they indicated relatively low satis
faction with several issues, and seemed less satisfied than families in all 
study areas with five of the twelve aspects of service delivery examined: 
respectful treatment, billing arrangements, cost of the service, time waiting 
at the service, and delays in getting appOintments. Results for Ro
ma/Bungil families were less extreme. 

The overall patterns of visits reported for parents and children for the pre
vious 12 months were fairly similar for the rural and (combined) urban 
areas, although girls in the Riverland seemed to attend slightly less fre
quently than their urban counterparts, while mothers in the Riverland 
appeared to attend less frequently than mothers in Roma/Bungil and in 
urban areas. Fewer visits were also reported for fathers in the two rural 
study areas compared with urban-based fathers. For Roma/Bungil fa
thers, this trend would have been influenced by the less frequent visits 
reported for those who lived out of town. 

The small overall differences in the pattern of GP visits could not be ex
plained in terms of variation in rates of chronic illness/ disabilities. Mother 
with infants were likely to have visited their GP relatively frequently, for 
the period investigated would have overlapped with their pregnancy and 
child birth. However, there was little variation between study areas in the 
proportions of mothers with infants, and the slightly lower GP use by Riv
erland than other mothers applied to those without infants. The rural
based mothers with infants tended to visit GPs more frequently than their 
urban counterparts (who were more likely to report visiting obstetricians 
and gynaecologists). 
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Given the virtual lack of bulk billing in the Riverland and the relatively 
high proportion of poor families, cost barriers would seem the most obvi
ous explanation for the slightly lower GP use of mothers in the Riverland. 
However, given their poorer health and lower use of specialist services, 
poor families tended to visit GP services more frequently than better off 
families. Further, payment arrangements (bulk billing or the private bill
ing) were unrelated to visits for Roma/Bungil mothers and it seems likely 
that the same would apply in the Riverland. 

As explained above, few families reported unmet need for basic medical 
care, although such reports are likely to focus on needs relating to illness 
episodes rather than needs relating to illness prevention or health 
promotion. It is indeed difficult to assess the extent to which use of a 
health service is commensurate with need, when the service is designed to 
provide assistance with prevention of problems as well as their resolution 
or management. Further, some families in the Riverland may have made 
considerable sacrifices in other areas to ensure that the children received 
medical assistance when required. 

In short, the present results highlight some areas of similarities (e.g., pri
orities), and some areas of differences between the two rural towns and 
urban areas. Of all access-related trends emerging from this analysis, the 
most prominent was the virtual lack of bulk billing for poor families in the 
Riverland. While there has been growing attention in recent years to the 
problems of health service provision for rural families, much of this atten
tion has focused on issues such as shortage of services, distance, limited 
public transport and so on, rather than on possible non-provision of bulk 
billing. In urban areas, most people can "shop around" to find a doctor 
who bulk bills for them. The limited choice of rural people means that they 
are more vulnerable in this respect. 
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Introduction 

I t is often asserted that "housing in non-metropolitan Aus
tralia is a largely neglected topic of investigation. Most 

studies of housing in Australia focus upon large metropolitan 
areas and the special issues and needs that characterise the rest 
of the nation are only partly known" )National Housing Strat
egy,1992:73). 

Lack of information and hence understanding about the costs 
and realities of rural living can result in families making deci
sions that bring economic and personal hardship. A study by 
Econsult suggests that romantic notions of idyllic country life 
found amongst urban residents flow from three areas of mis
information or lack of information about rural living. Too 
often there is inadequate understanding of the capabilities of 
land in terms of its access to services, agricultural potential, 
water availability and ability to construct a dwelling. Second
ly, there is misinformation on the costs of rural living such as 
transportation and additional building costs. Thirdly, families 
are sometimes persuaded to enter into financial arrangements 
which are inordinately costly and not fully appreciated at the 
time of entering into negotiations (Econsult, 1989: 66). 

Although these problems are not uniquely rural, this chapter 
endeavours to do something to address the information im
balance by examining the housing circumstances of a sample 
of non-metropolitan families - those interviewed in the River
land area of South Australia and Roma/Bungil in Queensland 
as part of the Australian Living Standards Study. 

This chapter begins, however, by recognising that housing 
conditions (surplus/shortage, deteriorating/upgrading) in ru
ral areas will be affected by the broader economic and social 
processes that determine the viability of non-metropolitan 
areas. Section One identifies some of the major economic and 
social factors impacting upon rural areas, describes some of 
the specific influences on housing in the Riverland and Ro
ma/Bungil areas and tries to assess where these areas fit in the 
broader picture of economic and social conditions outside of 
the capital cities. 

In Section Two the factors influencing the quality and price of 
housing in non-metropolitan areas are examined, using the in
formation collected from families in the Riverland and Ro
ma/Bungil areas. Some important differences in housing 
circumstances between families in different tenures are iden
tified in Section Three and their impact on living standards 
examined. 

Aspects of family living standards: a study of families in two rural areas 
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4.1 Economic and social trends affecting housing in 
rural areas. 

A point frequently made by those analysing rural issues is that non
metropolitan areas should not be stereo-typed as homogeneous. They are 
diverse in their economic and social characteristics and the factors and so
lutions that apply in some areas do not apply in others. This section 
describes some of the factors influencing different rural areas and con
cludes that the Roma/Bungil and Riverland areas illustrate just one part of 
a range of non-metropolitan situations. 

"Rural living carries with it all sorts of associations, of space, 
peace and quiet and growing your own vegies, as well as 
the more practical questions of affordability. But those of us 
in rural areas know of the many problems associated with 
rural living .... any attempt to treat the rural as a single entity 
is fraught with danger. This applies in particular to the is
sue of hOUSing. The type and range of housing provision 
and the range of housing needs varies considerably across 
rural settlements." (Share,1990:16.) 

There are a number of important economic activities in rural areas that do 
not relate to farming or primary industry. Two of the factors that are hav
ing a major impact on the population and economic viability of selected 
rural areas are retirement migration and tourism. 

"If one ignores this diversity, or simply equates rural with 
farming, little meaningful information can be gained about 
the nature of the countryside. Rural settlement patterns, 
unlike those of metropolitan areas, are based upon agricul
ture, natural resources, forestry, fishing, animal husbandry, 
retirements, environmental resources, regional trade and 
supply, tourism, transportation and processing. The list is 
not exhaustive and its only intent is to show that if one be
gins with a preconceived set of ideas about rural similarity, 
much, if not all, of the meaning of rural character is lost." 
(Ke11er, 1993:2) 

Indications that many families in non-metropolitan Australia are experi
encing substantial economic difficulties are not new. The situation of the 
rural town in Australia has been popularly regarded as chronic for as long 
as half a century (See Wildman et aI, 1990) and many sections of primary 
industry have long been squeezed by rising costs and low or falling world 
prices. 

"Other rural problems are the ones we always have
droughts, floods, bushfires, settlement of land that is only 
marginally productive. Of course, if these come together in 
any industry or region with the structural problems then 
pressures are particularly severe." (Coleman, 1987: 18.) 

A number of new economic and social factors, however, have come, with 
deregulation of the financial system, internal migration of retirees etc., 
contributing to the current complex pattern of growth and decline of non
metropolitan communities, and having major impacts on local housing 
conditions. One of the broad structural factors having major effects on ru
ral communities has been the rise in interest rates which occurred in the 
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1980s following deregulation of financial markets. As a result of factors 
reducing farm profitability, including low world prices for primary prod
ucts, many farm households have sought and now rely on off-farm 
income. 

Where farm families have been able to supplement farm income with one 
or even two wages, this can provide a major boost to family incomes and 
the capacity to continue to meet mortgage commitments. The following 
list of economic, social and policy factors can be seen to have major impli
cations for rural families and their housing: 

• 

• 

• 

"on-farm structural change involving substitution of capital for la
bour and a trend toward fewer but larger farms; 
increases in transport and communications efficiency leading to the 
concentration of services in fewer but larger centres; 
stronger linkages directly to metropolitan areas; and . concentra
tion and rationalisation of commercial and professional services, 
public sector services and marketing services into fewer but larger 
centres" (Econsult, 1989: ix). 

Other observers, however, have commented upon a rural renaissance as
sociated with people settling in non-metropolitan areas upon retirement, 
urban refugees seeking a better lifestyle and increasing tourism. When the 
1986 Census figures were released, population figures indicated that be
tween 1981 and 1986 the long term trend of people being increasingly 
concentrated in capital cities was reversed, and although the new direc
tions in population location have not continued in aggregate, there is 
recognition that there are diverse patterns of population change in non
metropolitan areas. 

There is a new group of rural residents who have moved into small towns 
and rural areas but do not participate in the local labour market. They in
clude many retired people, single parents and other families on social 
security pensions attracted primarily because of savings on land and hous
ing and the attractions of country lifestyle, "or because they have rejected 
·metropolitan living and its attendant problems". (Budge,1992: 38) 

Another group influencing population size and thus housing demand in 
country towns and provincial centres are employees whose location is de
termined by government or head office policy decisions on where services 
will be provided. Relatively high proportions of people in non
metropolitan urban centres have arrived in the previous 5 years. This high 
mobility "is partly due to the presence in these centres of a large so-called 
floating population of employees on transfer by State and Federal govern
ment departments such as the post office and education department, 
private firms - particularly banks, stock and station agents and, increas
ingly, supermarket chains" (Hugo, 1993: 38). 

Such factors, however, rarely have a uniform effect across communities: 
the expansion of staff in a provincial centre, for example, may be at the 

. expense of smaller centres "A long term complaint by many country com
munities is that rationalisation or regionalisation of services and facilities 
is another name for closure or withdrawal" (Budge, 1992: 85). 

The diverSity of patterns of change within non-metropolitan areas points 
to the dangers of over generalising, particularly if based on a small number 
of areas. As Hugo points out even the non-metropolitan renaissance was 
spatially concentrated in the well watered and attractive areas of the south-
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east and east coast and the areas at the margins of the commuting zones of 
the large cities. "Most of the dry farming and grazing areas continued 
long-standing patterns of population decline" (Hugo 1993: 5). 

The differential impact of economic, social and climatic forces may in
crease inequalities betw~en regions (Hugo, 1993:48). 

A report of the Economic Planning and Advisory Council also sees trends 
towards increasing economic and social disparity between regions, 
including: 

• 

• 
• 
• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

\ 

Social inequalities arising from locational disparities in employ
ment opportunities, services and facilities. 
Regional disparities in disposable household income. 
Structural change impacting unevenly on communities and regions 
Variation in regional industry structures generating fluctuating 
incomes. 
The degree of industrial specialisation of a region determining its 
vulnerability or adaptability to structural change. 
Non-metropolitan regions typically showing relatively high de
pendence on one narrowly defined industry - agriculture, mining, 
tourism or one kind of manufacturing. 
Linear growth along natural or transport corridors from the major 
east coast cities being likely to continue. 
Commercial activity in rural areas being likely to continue to con
centrate in the larger provincial centres (Budge, 1992: 36 citing 
EPAC, 1991). 

If it is accepted that conclusions drawn on the basis of one regional area 
(e.g. Riverland or Roma/Bungil) do not necessarily apply in other regions, 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

because different factors apply, is there a classification of regions which • 
usefully groups those which are economically and socially comparable? 

Keller states that in 25 years of research and learning about the nature and 
function of rural areas in America he has encountered 50 or more distinct 
methods of measuring what is rural and what is not (Keller 1993: 3). ill 
Australia, too, there have been many classifications of rural areas, includ- • 
ing those developed by the Department of Primary Industry and Energy 
Arundel (1991), Econsult (1989), Bisset (1990) and Purdon and Burke 
(1991). 

Table 4.1 sets out the Census counts of population in the study areas - all 
but Bungil shire having more than 5,000 people and thus counting, in 

• 

• 

many classification systems, as large towns. Population numbers have • 
been relatively stable in all areas. To avoid the need to compare and assess 
these classification systems however, five area indices developed by ABS 
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are used below to compare the Riverland and Roma/Bungil with non
metropolitan areas generally. 

The ABS, using more than 40 questions from the Census, calculates five 
indices to summarise various aspects of the populations in different Col
lection Districts. The scores from the 1991 Census for the ALSS rural study 
areas are set out below, with scores below 1000 indicating that the area is 
worse off than the average for Australia generally (scores were standard
ised). A description of the methodology and variables used in the indexes 
is contained in ABS Cat No 2912.0. 

On almost all indicators, the non-metropolitan ALSS areas were below the 
average for Australia. For the index of relative socio-economic disadvan
tage, for example, this indicates that the study areas (apart from Bungil 
shire) were characterised by relatively high proportions of families with 
low incomes, high unemployment rates; small dwellings, with (relatively) 
few cars, etc. However, as scores were standardised to have a standard 
deviation of 100, the ALSS areas were generally close to the average (scores 
between 900 and 1100 on each index account for 68 percent of all CDs). For 
example, the simple average for the 5 areas on the index of rural socio
economic advantage (996), just below the median, suggests that almost half 
of all other rural areas in Australia are worse off in relation to this index. 
Economic and social conditions in other rural areas could thus differ sub
stantially from the conditions in the 'average' areas examined in this 
report. 

Table 4.2: Relative socio·economic indices for the 5 
rural Local Government Areas. 

Relative Urban Rural Economic Education & 
Disadvantage Advantage Advar4age Resources Occupation 

Berri 952 929 1023 913 945 

LoXlon 995 958 962 916 926 
Renmar\( 942 922 990 903 894 

Roma 990 947 1082 941 955 
Bungil 1038 - 925 952 921 

S-ASS. 1991 Cet1SII! 

While table 4.2 indicates averages of the COS in each area, there were dif
ferences within areas, with each area generally having one or more parts 
which were above the average for Australia. For example, on the index of 
rural advantage (based on such factor~ as percent of professionals, percent 
having trade qualifications, percent home owners or purchasers), the high
est scoring CD in each area ranged from 1001 to 1082. 

In summary, the size of the ALSS rural study areas, their generally stable 
populations and their scores on indicators of sodo-economic disadvantage 
suggest that the rural Living Standards areas discussed in this report are 
very much in the middle band of sodo-economic standing and certainly 
better off than many other non-metropolitan areas of Australia. 

Aspects of family living standards: a study of familks in two rural areas 
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4.2 Aspects of housing disadvantage in rural areas 

The bewildering array of economic and social factors affecting families in 
non-metropolitan areas also influence where families want and are able to 
live, how much they will be able to spend on their housing, what price they 
get if they want to sell and move elsewhere. This section outlines some of 
the housing issues in non-metropolitan areas, as identified in the literature, 
and uses data from families in the Riverland and Roma/Bungil areas as a 
means of describing the contemporary nature of these issues in two rural 
areas. The analysis of these data generally distinguishes between families 
living in towns (Berri, Renmark, Loxton, Roma) and those living outside 
the towns (in the Riverland area but outside the towns or in the Bungil 
Shire, Queensland). This taxonomy is used because it is expected that it 
will reveal very different housing circumstances. 

The Australian literature on rural housing generally emphasises that de
mographic and social factors - such as the location preferences of retirees -
as well as labour market opportunities and the profitability of primary in
dustry, have a major impact on rural housing. Some oBhe implications for 
housing markets of the economic and social factors discussed above are: 

• 

• 

• 

in growing service centres there is often strong demand for housing 
from people moving from hinterlands and sometimes capital cities. 
in areas of declining levels of economic activity and population 
there may be declining house prices and standards of maintenance 
- the major demand being residual demand from traditional resi
dents who do not wish or are unable to leave 
in some areas there will be demand from households seeking cheap 
housing but trading off access to services and jobs (Econsult, 1989: 
x). 

The literature on rural housing identifies a number of characteristics com
mon to housing in many areas. How far do these features apply to the 
housing markets in the Riverland and Roma/Bungil areas? Four features 
frequently cited in the literature are outlined below and examined against 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

data from the Riverland and Roma/Bungil areas. Housing market char- • 
acteristics relating to tenure - which can have important effects on family 
standards of living through security of tenure, asset accumulation - are 
discussed in the section Housing tenure and housing disadvantage. 

4.2.1 Quality of occupancy 

Quality of occupancy refers to the appropriateness of a dwelling for its 
occupants in relation to size. 

"The question of housing inequality is a difficult one to 
address. It is related to housing need which is in many 
ways a subjective concept. It is apparent that rural house
holds are larger than their urban counterparts, while the 
size of rural dwellings is smaller. On the other hand rural 
dwellings are far more likely to be detached and located on 
large allotments" (Share,1990: 17). 

The suggestion that large proportions of rural households are in detached 
dwellings certainly applies to the ALSS families, where between 92 percent 
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(Riverland towns) and 100 percent (Riverland out of town) were living in a 
separate house. 

Table 4.3, however, does not support the proposition that rural families 
have less housing space per person than urban families. Using the stan
dards of overcrowding and under-utilisation described in the Urban 
Housing Report (1994), a total of only 7 percent of the rural families inter
viewed were overcrowded (insufficient bedrooms for the number of 
family members), compared with an average of 9 percent for families in the 
ALSS metropolitan samples. Overcrowding in the rural areas is most prev
alent amongst private renters and families in other tenures - much of it 
provided by employers. 

In fact, on the contrary 57 percent of families had more bedroom space 
than was required according to this definition. This may well be due to a 
mismatch between accommodation supply and need in many country 
towns ... (there being) an oversupply of large detached housing (public and 
private) and an under-supply of small houses and units (Budge, 1992:3). 

Another indicator of under-utilisation of the housing stock is provided by 
the number of unoccupied dwellings. The National Housing Strategy 
(NHS) maintains that there are several distinctive features of the housing 
stock in the non-metropolitan sector and that "One of the most striking of 
these features is the substantial number of unoccupied homes compared 
with major urban areas" (NHS, 1992: 74). 

Table 4.4 sets out figures on unoccupied dwellings for the Riverland and 
Roma/Bungil areas, showing that more than 20 percent. of the private 
dwellings in the Bungil shire were unoccupied at the time of the 1991 Cen
sus, or more than double the proportion in the other areas. 

Table 4.4: Unoccupied private dwellings by area 
Total private dwellings (n) Dwellings unoccupied (%) 

Berri 2,599 7.7 

LDxton 2,727 8.7 

Renmark 2,896 7.0 

Roma 2,414 9.0 

Bungil 933 21.4 

Sydney 1,314,294 7.2 

Melbourne 1,143,905 8.3 

Souroe: ASS. C8nsus 1991 

The NHS puts forward three factors influencing the proportion of dwell
ings unoccupied in non-metropolitan regions - rates of depopulation, the 
attractiveness of an area for holiday homes and the extent of repopulation 
by 'urban refugees'. Urban refugees are described as "people who for 
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some reason have rejected life in the large metropolitan areas and have 
sought cheap housing in non-metro areas and found it in declining agri
cultural areas" (NHS, 1992: 74) 

The relative stability of population in the Bungil shire and its location, 
however, suggests that none of these hypotheses are a major cause of the 
differences in this particular study area. 

4.2.2 Dwelling quality 

Dwelling quality refers to the physical aspects of a property; its physical 
condition, the provision of basic amenities and its general features. 

The Henderson poverty report (1975) found that Country towns generally 
have the advantage of relatively low cost housing ... but the cheapest cot
tages and shacks are sometimes more decrepit than would be tolerated in 
the city (Commission of Inquiry into poverty, 1975: 150). How good and 
bad were housing conditions in the study areas at the time of the Living 
Standards survey and what were the facilities that most needed improve
ment? This section describes the amenities and housing conditions of 
families in the Riverland and Roma/Bungil in 1991. 

Rivertand in town Riverfand out of lown Roma Bungil 

Indoor toilet 93.7 90.0 95.4 96.8 

Hotwaler 98.3 100.0 97.8 98.2 

Mails electricity 98.0 98.3 98.1 96.4 

InsUation 74.3 75.0 46.1 35.9 

Total famlies (n) 460 60 323 220 

In terms of basic amenities, 90 percent or more of the families in each area 
had mains electricity, a hot water service and an indoor toilet. Proportions 
with insulation are lower, particularly in Roma/Bungil, presumably for 
climatic reasons. 

Information was also gathered on twenty six separate housing and loca
tion attributes with householders indicating which features they believed 
they had. More than sixty percent indicated that they had a home with low 
maintenance costs, a big block, privacy from neighbours, quiet neighbours, 
a safe place for children to play outside, a quiet neighbourhood, low pol
lution, little traffic, a rural environment, easy access to work for both male 
and female parents, and were close to shops, schools, parks, friends and 
people of the same culture. 

The features which few families had (less than 30 percent) were: a new 
home or one requiring no maintenance or renovations, separate private 
space for parents, closeness to public transport, vendor finance and a very 
low deposit. Thirty-two percent had four or more bedrooms. 

There were the expected substantial differences between the four areas on 
a number of individual items (e.g. proportion with large blocks, rural life
style, close to shops, schools, parks). However, if all features are given 
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equal weight and added together - a crude index of quality - there was 
no significant difference between the areas in the the total number of hous
ing and location features that families had. 

Families were also asked which of the range of housing and location fea
tures they wanted but didn't have. As the survey question did not indicate 
that there might be a cost or a trade-off involved in obtaining such features, 
answers could have some of the elements of a wish list. More than thirty 
percent of families didn't have but wanted: a home with low maintenance 
costs (34 percent), four or more bedrooms (40 percent), a new home (54 
percent) , a well established garden (37 percent), good security (50 per
cent), a separate space for parents (40 percent), good heating/cooling (40 
percent), good investment potential (33 percent), and closeness to public 
transport (42 percent). 

Concern about security varied Significantly between areas, although not 
dividing neatly between town ana country. Bungil had the lowest propor
tion of families saying they had good security (37 percent) and a relatively 
high proportion of families indicating that they don't have good security 
but don't want it (13 percent compared with 7 percent for the four areas as 
a whole). 

There were several housing and location attributes which substantial pro
portions of families indicated that they did not want. More than a quarter 
of the householders indicated that they didn't have and didn't want: 

• 
• 
• 
• 
• 
• 

four or more bedrooms, 
separate space for parents, 
closeness to public transport, 
closeness to other family members, 
vendor finance or 
a very low deposit. 

The different values or preferences of some families have implications for 
measures of quality - such as that above which assumes that the more fea
tures each dwelling has the better the quality of the housing and location. 
Finding that there are substantial proportions who don't want various fea
tures, however, indicates that such measures may impose sets of values 
which are not shared by families themselves - people do not put equal 
weight on all attributes and some features may even reduce, in their as
sessment, the quality of their housing and location. 

The variation between areas in the proportion of families not wanting se
lected features is shown in Chart 4.1. Given that there are differences in 
preferences (as well as in financial capacity to choose where one lives) it 
shows some substantial differences between areas in the features and ser
vices that families didn't have and said that they didn't want. Many 
families in the towns didn't want a large block, for example, while high 
proportions of those out of the towns didn't want to be close to public 
transport. 
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Turning from amenities and broad dwelling characteristics, what is the 
state of repair of the accommodation occupied by the families in the sur
vey? Housing condition, along with cost, security of tenure, can have a 
major impact on family well-being and even the health of individual fam
ily members. 

In the literature on housing quality, one Australian study examines the 
impact of housing and community standards on health by analysing the 
records of hospital admissions of a cohort of children in 10 separate com
munities over the period 1976-1985. It finds that hospital admission rates 
for Aboriginal children in the Northern Territory are significantly higher 
for communities where housing, water, supplies, sanitation and electric 
power are less well developed or maintained, where literacy and hygiene 
are less, where there are more empty, dilapidated houses and more chil
dren for each Aboriginal health worker employed (Munoz et al, 1992: 352). 

The authors conclude that, even though the study does not establish cau
sation, it does provide irrefutable evidence that the health of the children 
in the study is worse in communities with poor living conditions and few 
community development staff. 

Several commentators on rural housing indicate that dwellings in a poor 
state of repair are likely to be found in areas with falling incomes from low 
farm profitability, or rural towns with a declining economic base. In some 
instances owners allow quality to deteriorate to the point where dwellings 
are substandard (Share, 1990: 17). 

From workshop discussions Econsult concludes that dwellings in poor 
physical condition are largely confined to the smaller towns and in partic
ular to peripheral rural towns. In some instances relocated or improvised 
houses were reported to be substandard in rural-residential areas (Econ
suIt, 1989: 30). 

As economic conditions in Roma/Bungil and the Riverland are probably 
better than in declining rural towns, it can be expected that housing con
ditions in the study areas are likely to be better than in many other rural 
areas. 
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Examination of the construction materials of homes in the Riverland and 
Roma/Bungil areas shows substantial proportions built with fibro cement, 
cladding or concrete. While these materials are different to those generally 
found in metropolitan suburban developments they should not be taken as 
an indication that dwellings are sub-standard. Depending on the relative 
cost of different building materials (e.g. brick versus fibro cement), the 
limited expenditure available for housing may stretch further and provide 
a higher overall standard of housing when built from cheaper materials 
than when built from more expensive materials (e.g. poorer quality con
struction but sufficient space rather than high quality construction but 
insufficient space). 

When asked about the repair needs of their dwellings, however, many 
householders indicated that their houses had major or minor problems. 
FamilieS living in the non-town parts of the Riverland had the highest pro
portions with a plumbing/sewerage problem (10 percent a major problem, 
another 32 percent a minor problem), and with rising damp or rot (20 per
cent having a major or minor problem). 

The town of Roma had the highest proportions with house foundation 
problems (8 percent major, another 23 percent minor problems). Two oth
er indicators of dwelling repair which were examined are faulty wiring 
and roofing problems. On these aspects the Riverland towns and Bungil 
shire householders had the highest proportions of major problems but 
Riverland non-town families had the highest proportions with a major or 
minor problem (see Table 4.7). 

Aspects o//amily living standards: a study o//amUies in two rural areas 
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Principal components analysis was used to examine 22 potential repair 
items (including condition of paint work, flywire screens, fences) but no 
clustering of problems was found in either area. 

One issue that arises in seeking to compare housing conditions in different 
areas is whether farmers and others running a business have the same at
titudes to housing repair problems as those in the towns (or the metropol
itan areas). Where the family home is one of a number of items needing 
repair and maintenance as part of a business (other buildings, farm trucks 
and machinery), there may be different standards as to what constitutes a 
minor or major problem. If rural households in the Riverland and Bungil 
shires are less inclined to regard deterioration in housing services as major 
or minor problems, the above figures on repair problems may understate 
differences in housing quality between town and country areas. 

4.2.3 Housing costs 

• 

• 

• 

• Several issues arise when examining housing costs in non-rural areas. One 
method for comparing areas is in terms of expenditure: the amounts indi
viduals or families are spending to buy or rent dwellings. On this basis the 
National Housing Strategy concludes: "There is no doubt that non
metropolitan housing in Australia is generally cheaper than its metropoli-
tan equivalent" (NHS 1992: 74). • 

Table 4.8: Median weekly private rent & price paid of dwelling 
by rural and urban areas 

Rivertand Rivertand 
Roma Bu~iI 

VICtorian New South E1izabetW 
in town out of town LGAs WaJeslGAs Munno Para 

95 n.B. 112 61 152 183 129 • 
75771 80610 61297 93919 112863 119172 69819 

AI figures $ 

While families in non-metropolitan areas are generally spending less than 
their urban counterparts, it is not certain that their housing is cheaper, or • 
whether they are spending less because they are getting less. (There were 
no privately rented dwellings in out of town Riverland.) 

Ad61aid6 • 
Othfl( SA urban 

~ SA rural 

§ 
..... Brisbane • 

Othfl( Q/d UIban 

Q/drural 

0 20 80 100 120 14() 160 4() 60 

Average weelcly household expend'lture, $ pw • 
Source: ASS, 1988-89 Housing Expend~ure Survey, Cat No. 6533.0 
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In strict terms, the price of a commodity refers to the amount charged for a 
good or service of a given quality and size. Several commentators note that 
differences between metropolitan and rural housing mean that the lower 
cost dwellings are not necessarily low price because they are often smaller, 
of poorer quality, and involve higher costs in transport and other services. 

Econsult (1989: 27), for example, points out that housing in rural areas is 
often older, the quality of rental accommodation, on average, is far lower 
and many blocks are unsewered. Trying to compare like with like is also 
made difficult in that the capitals have high status areas where there are a 
proportion of high income households paying very high, but affordable 
rents. This is not the case in most rural areas. These high status areas arti
ficially raise the average of metropolitan rents. Conversely, averages in 
rural areas are misleadingly low in that there are a significant number of 
households in rural areas paying subsidised rentals in lieu of income (for 
example, farm hands) or as compensation for living in remote areas such 
as mining towns (Econsult, 1989: 27). 

Similarly, low purchase or rental cost often does not represent a low price 
for accommodation if access to services is counted as part of the services 
householders receive when they rent or buy. Once allowance is made for 
these sort of differences: "Contrary to popular myth, rural housing costs 
are not low, except in depressed areas. In such areas access to housing 
must be traded off against lack of jobs, high consumer goods prices, lack of 
services, poor communications and social isolation" (Share, 1990: 18). 

In addition to recognising that low expenditure on housing may not mean 
cheap (low price) housing, it is often important to distinguish between 
nominal costs and full costs. The distinction between the nominal and full 
cost of housing in different areas takes account of circumstances where low 
direct-costs for housing in isolated areas only comes with higher indirect 
costs. It can be argued (see King forthcoming) that transport costs should 
be included in some measures of housing costs to recognise that high 
transport costs are often an offset for low housing costs (see also Industry 
Commission, 1993b: 69). 

The higher costs of isolated living may extend beyond transport costs, too, 
for example where food, clothing and other consumption items cost more 
than in tne cities. Budge maintains that housing affordability must be as
sessed in terms of the additional costs involved in country living, includ
ing that of goods and services and commuting to work (Budge, 1992: 7). 
Other criteria he proposes for assessing long-term affordability are: 

• 

• 

• 

the capacity of a town to ensure long-term employment stability in 
the private sector; 
the uncertainty that services such as hospitals, doctors, post offices, 
education facilities and government agencies will be retained; 
the certainty that personal investment in a private home will en
sure a long-term capital gain or that the home will not reduce in 
value. -

While expectations about declining long term prospects of a town may 
lead to expectations of falling future property prices, in theory this does 
not mean that no housirig sales will take place. If there is certainty that 
there will be at least some market for housing in the future, then, as with 
other markets, prospective home purchasers and investors will make al
lowance for the expected future decline and adjust the price they are 
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willing to pay accordingly. Investors in rental housing and families on 
fixed incomes may find housing in declining rural towns attractive if prices 
are sufficiently reduced e.g. by a long term trend of falling employment. 

However, many of the assumptions of economic markets do not hold in 
small communities, particularly where decisions of major service provid
ers (State government, an employer) can have an overwhelming influence 
on the future of an area. The uncertainty and volatility of housing markets 
in rural centres mean that there are few incentives for personal or business 
investment (Econsult, 1989: xi; Budge, 1992: 6). 

Perhaps the high level of uncertainty of small housing markets is another 
hallmark of non-metropolitan hOUSing. 
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4.3 Housing tenure and housing disadvantage 

This section uses the household survey of families in the Riverland and 
Roma/Bungil areas to explore a range of housing tenure issues debated in 
the literature. Issues affecting home owners, private renters, public renters 
and other tenures are explored. 

4.3.1 Owners and buyers 

There are three important characteristics of owner occupancy in rural areas 
which have implications for living standards. First, in many areas there 
are high proportions of outright owners indicating that these families have 
more economic resources than those on the same income who are still pay
ing off their properties. The high proportion of outright owners relates to 
the ratio of outright owners to purchaser owners, rather than outright 
owners as a proportion of all households - as there are many single renter 
households. As set out in table 4.8, more than a third of owner occupiers 
in each of the non-metropolitan areas were outright owners, with 55 per
cent of Bungil owner occupiers owning their property outright. This can 
be compared with the nine urban areas surveyed (see Urban Housing Re
port, 1994) where the proportions ranged from 13 percent in Eliza
beth/Munno Para to 35 percent in Ryde who owned their house outright. 

Living standards data were used to examine several possible reasons why 
there are high proportions of outright owners in non-metropolitan areas, 
including: 

• 

• 

• 
• 

high rates of inheritance or lower rates of debt on inherited 
properties; 
owner occupiers in country areas perhaps being more likely to stay 
in their dwelling longer, paying off their home rather than trading 
up to a more expensive dwelling; 
country people buying later so that they can save a larger deposit; 
country people buying cheaper dwellings (relative to their in
comes), or spending a higher proportion of their income on 
repayments. 

The incidence of inheritance partly accounts for the high rate of outright 
ownership among the Queensland families. The rate of inheritance in 
Roma was four times that for the total ALSS sample. (Admittedly, only 4 
percent of the Roma families had inherited their property compared to 1 
percent of all AlSS owner-occupier families. It is not known whether the 
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inherited properties were debt free). 

Differences in the frequency of buyers trading-up to a more expensive 
dwelling were examined by noting the average number of years first home 
buyers had been in their dwelling - 11 years on average in the Riverland 
sample, 10 years in the Roma sample. This compares with urban averages 
ranging from 7 years in Berwick to 11 in Ryde. In 7 of the 9 urban areas the 
average duration was less than 10 years. FIrst home buyers in rural areas 
do seem to have been in their dwellings longer than metropolitan 1st home 
buyers - consistent with the hypothesis that rural dwellers are less likely to 
trade up than metropolitan families. . 

There was little difference in the average age at which non-metropolitan 
and metropolitan parents had bought their first home. The average age at 
purchase of first dwelling in the metropolitan areas was close to 30 for men 
and 28 for women, with the Riverland and Queensland samples being a 
little younger than this. This discounts the idea that non-metropolitan 
families buy later in order to save a larger deposit. As set out in Table 4.10 
below, the high deposit hypothesis as an explanation for high proportions 
of outright owners in rural areas also was not supported by the data. 
While the average deposit was 31 percent of purchase price in Roma and 
32 percent in the Riverland, it was over 35 percent in six of the nine urban 
areas. The higher deposits paid by second home buyers than first home 
buyers appears common to all areas. 

Table 4.10: Mean deposit as a percent of purchase price for all owner oc_cupier 
and first or change over owner/buyers by study areas 

1 ~ ~ ... ] 1 I "" ~! ~ 11 cD ::> 'c -g, )( ~ 'E 
.Jl ~ 

c: 181 a. ... cB ~ ~ a: CD ... ill :::E a: 

Change over owneribuyer 49.9 492 48.5 51.4 42.8 35.0 322 39.0 53.0 42.3 352 

Fust home buyer 25.0 31.3 29.1 27.6 25.6 15.2 21.0 19.3 32.4 28.0 272 

AI home OWI'JIIIS 36.5 40.1 41.0 36.7 32.7 23.6 24.8 25.8 42.9 35.3 30.8 

The extent to which rural families buy less expensive properties, relative to 
their incomes, than do metropolitan families was not able to be properly 
gauged as income at the time of purchase was not collected (and such ret
rospective information would be difficult to collect accurately). The ratio 
of purchase price to income was calculated, however, for the small num
bers of families who had bought in 1991 or 1992. On average, the 14 rural 
purchasers (Queensland and Riverland combined) had bought properties 
3.7 times annual net parental income. This compares with ratios of pur
chase price to income of 5.8 in Melbourne (14 cases), 3.2 in Sydney (5 cases) 
and 4.2 in Elizabeth Munno Para (37 cases). While the numbers in these 
calculations are too small to have much confidence in, the concept of sub
stantial variations in the housing debt which different purchasers commit 
themselves to is worth further exploration. 

Do rural families make greater efforts than urban families to payoff their 
housing loans quickly, for example, by spending a higher proportion of 
their incomes on mortgage repayments? Again, our findings are 
inconclusive. On average, mortgage repayments represent between 22 
and 30 percent of the incomes of buyers in the four non-metropolitan areas, 
compared with an average of 21 percent in Elizabeth/Munno Para, 26 per
cent in Melbourne LGAs and 30 percent in the Sydney LGAs. It thus 
appears that the high proportion of outright owners amongst rural families 
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is not caused by them devoting high proportions of their incomes to mort
gage repayments. 

While the nrral areas in the AlSS study support conclusions from the lit
erature that there are high proportions of outright owners in non
metropolitan areas, it is not clear why this is so. 

A second feature of owner occupied housing in non-metropolitan areas 
with implications for family living standards, is the diversity of the prop
erty values - generally the family's major asset. The wide range of values 
reflects variations in the condition and size of dwellings, the amount of 
land included in the property and in the value of land per square metre. 
Land values are influenced not only by productive capacity (farm land) 
but by distance and difficulty of access to services. Chart 4.3 shows the 
range of property values of owner occupied dwellings in the AlSS sample, 
some of which are houses on farms of hundreds of hectares. 

Chart 4.3: Owners estimates of ro e values In 1992 dollars 

$600,000 $6«1,000 
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$100,000 
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1fwtInI,.,. (n = 3IJ51 

$600,000 $6«1,000 

$500,000 $5(10,000 

$400,000 
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$200,000 $2O(),OOO 

$100,000 $100,000 

$0 $0 
"-(n = 1n] Bungil (n = 113] 

Note: A further 5 Bungil properties had 
estimated values of over $1 mDlion 

Reflecting larger land size, Table 4.11 shows that the average value of farm 
properties in each area was generally higher than non-farm properties. In 
Bungil the farm owners estimated the average value of their properties at 
$422,175. 

Table 4.11: Mean and median value of farm 
and non·farm properties by rural area 

All figures $ Rivertand Rivertand 
Roma Bungil 

in Iown out of Iown 

Non-farm 94953 79248 87138 127635 
Mean 

Farm 124988 144465 76424 422174 

Non-farm 73372. 63921 62000 74710 
Median 

Farm 102813 145425 63964 295780 
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• 
Third, in many rural areas there are high economic risks. There is a high 
risk that families will have to move because employment is often subject to 
seasonal conditions and world prices and there are generally limited al
ternative employment options. In the housing market there is often 
limited potential for capital gains and the prospect of negative capital ap- • 
predation is high, particularly where there is continuing net out migration 
of population. During periods of economic downturn rural regions suffer 
job losses, net out-migration and, as a result, declining house values (Econ-
suit, 1989: 61-2). 

In the AlSS rural areas substantial proportions of owners and buyers had • 
property values which had declined in real value, making it harder to re-
locate to areas where economic prospects are better and land values are 
rising. As set out in Table 4.12 the average real change in the property val-
ues of AlSS families since purchase was positive in all areas but not high, 
particularly relative to farm values. Just over 30 percent of owner occupi-
ers in the Riverland had real declines in the real average value of their 
properties - compared with 19 percent in Bungil and 15 percent in Roma. • 

Table 4.12: Average real change in property value since 
purchase and per cent experiencing a real decline 

in the value of their property by rural area 
Riverland Riverland Roma Bungil in town out of town 

Average real chang& value ($) 10529 6464 17697 40854 
Number with reduced real value 89 16 23 18 

Total (n) 295 53 155 94 
Per cent with reduced value 30.17 30.19 14.84 19.15 

The nature of housing markets in rural centres makes home ownership for 
low income earners particularly risky if their plans are premised on con
tinued and steady capital appreciation, rising incomes, and relative job 
security. With declining property values, owners can find that they have 
negative equity - owing more to the financial institution than the total mar
ket value of the property. This was rare, however, among owner occupiers 
interviewed in the Riverland and Roma areas: probably because large de
posits (typically 28-30 percent of purchase price) provide a substantial 
buffer. 

Owners' equity (in $1992) was just over $73,000 in the Riverland, com
pared with almost $111,000 for owner occupier families in Roma/Bungil. 
As a proportion of the value of their properties, owners equity in the two 
areas was 70 and 75 percent respectively. 

As set out in Table 4.13, rural areas on average had real increases in their 
equity of over $40,000, with those in Bungil averaging double this level. 
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AISS metropolitan families in Melbourne and Sydney also had large real 
average increases in equity since purchase ($80,000 and almost $96,000) 
but, as with the rural families, families may have spent many thousands of 
dollars on improvements and repayments to achieve these increases in 
equity. Six percent had a smaller percentage equity in their property than 
at the time of purchase. Only 2 families had negative equity (owed more 
than the property was worth) - they had bought in 1991 and 1992 and a 
further three calculated their equity as $0. 

Families interviewed in Roma and the Riverland towns areas had a rela
tively high incidence of financial problems, with over 50 percent of 
families having sought financial assistance from family or welfare agen
cies, been late paying bills, etc.1 (Table 4.14) in the previous twelve months. 
This compares with around 40 percent in the non-town rural areas. Rates 
of seeking financial assistance also varied substantially among the metro
politan areas, with 68 percent of the Elizabeth/Munno Para families 
interviewed experiencing financial difficulties. 

Family incomes and levels of mortgage and rent payments of rural families 
were examined with the hope of finding threshold levels where the inci
dence of financial difficulties rises sharply. Although the number of 
financial difficulties was found to be significantly related to both equiva
lent family income and mortgage or rent payments, the regression 
coefficients were extremely low. Excluding farming and self employed 
families (as their reported income may not be an accurate reflection of their 
economic situation), controlling for income and mortgage accounted for 7 
percent of the financial difficulties of owners and buyers. Similarly, con
trolling for income, public and private rents accounted for 3 percent of the 
variation in financial difficulties of renters. Scatter plots of the number of 
financial difficulties against poverty line income, rent and mortgage did 
not suggest another form of relationship. Further work is needed to gain a 
full understanding of family affordability issues. 

l.The full list of items offered to respondents was as follows: 
Got behind with payments for electricity, gas or water 
Cut off the 'phone 
Got behind with hire purchase payments 
Got behind with mongage payments, rates or rent 
Received assistance from family or friends to pay mongage or rent 
Got fmimcial help from family/friends to pay for day to day needs 
Had to sell business or equipment to pay deblll 
Got material help from a welfare agency 
Clanged children's school to reduce coslll 
Couldn't renew driven licence when due 
Couldn't service or repair car 
Couliin't pay insurance on house, contents or car 
Couldn't pay a fine 
Couldn't pay school fees 
Pawned or sold something to get cash 
Didn't have money for children's school excunions or club outings 
Couldn't contribute to the burial/funeral of a friend or relative 
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4.3.2 Private renters I 

The private rental market in non-metropolitan areas presents a number of 
interesting issues: properties for rent are frequently said to be extremely 
difficult to obtain; a number of low income and other disadvantaged 
groups face particular problems in gaining accommodation in rural areas; 
rental accommodation is said to be generally of poor quality but with I 
many renters still unable to afford the minimum rental dwellings and 
forced to seek accommodation in caravan parks (NHS, 1992; Share, 1980). 

Rental accommodation in rural areas is reportedly difficult to obtain 
(Budge, 1992). Special factors affecting groups seeking rental accommo-
dation include seasonal employment, tourism peaks, students looking for • 
rental accommodation and transfer of government employees at the end of 
the year produce major difficulties for those looking to rent. Commonly, 
rental accommodation is not advertised, but is turned over through word 
of mouth between locals, effectively precluding access to recent residents 
(Budge, 1992: 78). 

Several groups of private renters are identified in the literature as particu
larly disadvantaged. 

'While peripatetic professionals may succeed in securing 
rental property suitable to their needs, the requirements of 
itinerant workers, the unemployed, young people and lone 
parents are often poorly met. .. It has also been shown that 
private renters can suffer severe disadvantages in tourist 
areas, where permanent tenants may be evicted from ac
commodation during the visitor season (Eorobodalla Shire 
Council 1987) and forced to live in caravan parks or other 
temporary arrangements." (Share, 1990: 17) 

AbOrigines, young people, disabled persons, the aged and recent migrants 
are other groups identified in the literature as having particular housing 
difficulties in rural areas (Econsult, 1989). 

The social characteristics of the families interviewed in the Riverland and 
Roma/Bungil areas were examined to see whether numbers were large 
enough for statistical analysis. As set out in Table 4.15, the numbers in 
many of these groups were small, particularly in terms of each area. 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

Part of the reason for small numbers was the family focus of the survey - • 
excluding many of those most in need. Moreover, perhaps where difficul-
ties of obtaining accommodation and living in isolated areas {particularly 
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without a car) are most acute, disadvantaged groups are likely to have 
moved to metropolitan areas. Share maintains that: 

'Unless women form part of a conventional family unit they 
find it very difficult to obtain suitable housing in rural 
areas. Single women, and those who choose or are forced to 
leave family units, generally have to leave rural areas." 
(Share,1990: 18) 

Difficulties for those leaving family units are likely to be most severe 
where the whole or majority of accommodation in an area is provided by a 
single employer for a male dominated occupation and where there is little 
public housing. In some mining towns, for example, 

"a great deal of rental accommodation is owned by the min
ing companies and provided for leasing by employees. In 
the absence of alternative affordable public or private sector 
rental accommodation, problems of access can be acute for 
tenants who are not company employees .... women, with or 
without children, undergoing family breakdown can be 
faced with limited options if they leave the company ac
commodation leased to their ex-partner. The same applies 
to teenagers leaving home" (Chown, 1992: 151). 

Table 4.16: Proportion of 'disadvantaged' families who lack amenities, 
are overcrowded, alld have a major structural housing problem 

by states and rural areas 
VIdorian LGAs New South Wales LGAs ElizabelhlMunno Para Rural LGAs 

Lack of amenltles: 

Income> 120 % I 4.5 1 () 1 3.2 1 2.2 

Income < 120 % I 8.2 1 1.6 1 5.2 1 3.6 

OVerclOwded: 

Income> 120 % I 6.1 1 9.5 1 8.6 1 9.4 

Income <120 % I 7.3 I . 3.8 I 11.1 I 9.4 

IIsJor structul8l housing problem: 

Income> 120 % I 9.8 1 9.5 1 7.6 1 8.9 

Income < 120 % I 12.0 1 18.4 1 14.0 1 12.5 

Lack of amenities: 

Sole ITIlIher I 8.3 I 2.0 1 5.1 1 4.8 

Couple I 5.9 1 0.3 1 3.5 1 2.1 

OVerr:lOwded: 

Sole mother I 6.5 I 9.8 I 14.0 I 15.7 

Couple I 6.7 1 5.9 1 8.4 I 8.4 

IIsJor struclUl8l housing problem: 

Sole mother I 10.2 1 16.7 1 17.4 1 20.9 

Couple I 10.8 1 12.5 1 7.8 1 8.0 

Lack of BtrHlnltles: 

Non-aborig erTSI I 6.0 .1 0.8 1 3.6 1 2.5 

Aboriginal or TSI I 10.0 I 0 I 16.7 1 0 

OVerclOwded: 

Non-abo~ orTSI I 6.5 1 6.5 1 9.0 1 9.3 

Aboriginal or TSI I 10.0 1 33.3 1 33.3 1 SO.O 

Major struclUl8l housing problem: 

Norrabo~ or TSI I 10.5 1 13.3 1 9.0 1 9.6 
Aboriginal or TSI I 20.0 I 33.3 1 25.0 1 25.0 
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While numbers of respondents to some questions were very small, some 
further analysis was undertaken on the circumstances of low income fam
ilies, sole parents and Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander families. The 
levels of housing problems among these groups appear to be substantial. 
While the statistical comparison is hazardous (due to the small numbers), 
the incidence of crowding and major structural problems appears to be 
high for the AbOriginal and Torres Strait Islander families, families in pov
erty (income < 120 percent of poverty line) and female sole parents. 

Chart 4.4 examines the situation of sole parentS and couples in private 
rental accommodation. Sole parents on incomes below the poverty line 
were found to be spending on average more than 30 percent of their in
comes on rents compared with couples who spent only 20 percent or less 
of their income on rent. (There were too few sole parents above the poverty 
line to display separately). 

Chart 4.4: Private rents as a percentage of Income: sole parents and couples below 
and above the Henderson ove line all rural families 

ro%r-------------------------
~r-----------------------

~r----------------------

I • I1 40% 1--------------
I III IIII 

I I I I I I I I 
~IIIIIIIIIIIII 

~~------=== 

20% 1----= 

10% 

I I I I I I I I I I I I I I I I I I 
Sole parents below the povetty fiM 

ro% ,.-------------------------
60% 1---------------

50% 1------------------

40% I------------------------t .. 

30% r---------__ ......... 

I I I 11 I-I 
~IIIIIIIIIIIIII 
111111111111111111 

2O%r--_. __ 

10% 

0% 
Couples with children below the povetty line 

ro%r------------------------
60% r----------------------

50%1---------------------

40% 1---------------------------

30% 1---------------------

20% r--------

10% 

0% 
Couples with children above the poverty fine 

Aspects of family Uving standards: a study of families in two rural areas 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 



• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

Report Four: Housing and Living SlIlndards 4.23 

Despite the frequent findings of shortages of rental accommodation, sev
eral commentators also maintain that there is little interest in providing 
additional accommodation for rent. Returns to landlords are low, it is 
suggested, because of the standards imposed by Councils and the owner 
occupiers who elect them, and the low incomes of most rural renters. "Gen
erally there is little provision of rental property outside of regional centres, 
and local government regulations and a lack of professional investor en
thusiasm conspire to maintain this situation" (Share 1990: 17). Local 
government requirements such as allotment size and road widths are cited 
as complying with the wishes of existing home owners but discriminating 
against housing which is not of the traditional detached family home type 
on a large lot (Econsult, 1989: 67). 

The extent of shortage of rental accommodation is difficult to gauge - in 
areas where the total stock of housing is small there are likely to be few 
dwellings available at anyone time and so accommodation will appear to 
be difficult to obtain. Three other possible indicators of shortage were ex
amined - vacancy rates, rent levels and rates of return. The rates of 
unoccupied dwellings - set out in Table 4.17 - were found to be high in 
Bungil and in the other areas were similar to those in urban areas. 

Average rent levels were lower for employer provided accommodation 
than for State public housing tenants. This suggests that some employees 
may have been receiving part of their remuneration from the company 
through their housing rather than wages and salaries. Rents charged by 
private landlords also appear modest by metropolitan standards, tending 
to discount the rent shortage hypothesis - at least in these particular areas. 

A gross rate of return to private landlords was estimated by expressing the 
average private rents paid in the Riverland towns, Roma and Bungil as a 
proportion of the average value of non-farm owner occupied properties in 
each area (as set out in Table 4.17 above). Gross rents represented 3 per
cent, 5 percent and 6.4 percent of property value in Bungil, Roma and the 
Riverland towns respectively. As advertised returns in urban areas are 
typically 6, 7 or 8 percent of purchase price (The Age, 22/10/94), the esti
mated returns in the AlSS rural areas appear moderate or low. These 
. figures however, may not be representative of rural areas generally, and 
evidence of a shortage of rental accommodation may be much clearer in 
other areas e.g. non-metropolitan areas experiencing substantial popula
tion growth. 
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4.3.3 Caravan dwellers • 
As a result of shortages of rental accommodation, it is suggested, many 
people in rural areas move into caravan parks. Caravans are also the only 
readily accessible emergency housing in many rural areas, according to 
some studies (Budge, 1992: 69). "Caravan parks in rural areas are often 
used for emergency accommodation and by itinerants .... Residents expe- • 
rience a range of problems relating to the standard of facilities, security of 
tenure and expenses" (Econsult, 1989: 45). 

The AlSS survey included 5 families who had lived in caravan parks in 
Queensland for more than 6 months (one for 7 years) and they provide 
some information on their standards of living. • 

The AlSS caravan families seem to be considerably better off than sug-
gested by the literature. Surprisingly, they were not renters but owned or, 
in one case, were buying their caravans. It should be remembered, how-
ever, that in focussing on families with children, the AlSS survey excluded 
the major groups likely to be long term caravan dwellers - single people • 
and couples without children. Moreover, by only interviewing those who 
had lived in caravans for six months or more (to exclude those on holiday) 
the AlSS survey also excluded most of the permanent caravan dwellers 
who move frequently - perhaps following seasonal work. 

The AlSS families in caravan parks thus experienced none of the difficu1- • 
ties discussed in the literature. None of them lacked the key amenities 
(electricity, hot water, internal toilet), the condition of the dwellings was 
good. All of the families owned or were purchasing their van and were 
paying between $42 and $60 per week to rent a site. The reasons for choos-
ing this form of accommodation relate to a desire for a home with low 
maintenance costs or a home not requiring any repairs or renovations. • 
One was in a caravan while their house was being built. All five respon-
dents had negligible dissatisfaction with their accommodation. 

4.3.4 Public renters 

The literature on public housing in rural areas raises questions about avail
ability, the facilitation of labour mobility, and physical quality. 

The percentage of households in public housing varies markedly from 
state to state not only because of different policies about allocations of cap
ital works between capital cities and the rest of the state, but also such 
factors as the performance of the different state housing authorities, poli
cies about the sale of stock and the extent to which sales of public housing 
were made at prices which allow sold dwellings to be replaced. Queens
land has a low proportion, partly because of long-standing policies to 
promote home ownership. South Australia has the second highest propor
tion of families in public housing in Austr~a. 

Even public housing authorities may be unwilling to provide rental ac
commodation in some areas of high demand because of uncertainty about 
the longer term and the risk that public housing units could remain empty 
if the economic base of a town disappears. 

"Because of the limited life-span of the mines, the boom and 
bust or ghost town syndrome detracts from long-term pop-
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ulation stability. Large scale public housing development 
are therefore too risky in terms of long-term guarantees of 
consumer demands and therefore financial viability" 
(Chown, 1992:151). 

As the need for public housing is not the same in all areas, a uniform pro
vision of public housing dwellings would not be the best way to assist 
people in need of assistance. However, an equitable and efficient alloca
tion of public housing is made more difficult because waiting lists provide 
limited information about the relative needs of different areas. In wheat
belt towns in Western Australia, for example, Chown says waiting lists are 
small because no one will wait for 5 years in a caravan or pub room to get 
a Homeswest house in the area (Chown, 1992: 150). 

The need for labour market mobility is often another problem for families 
and individuals on J?ublic housing waiting lists or in a public housing unit. 
Econsult points to 'the difficulties many households with a mobility re
quirement face in accessing or staying within this tenure. If a breadwin
ners job relocates or is lost and another is taken elsewhere the household 
may lose its place on a waiting list or may lose its public rental dwelling. 
Alternatively, the breadwinner may elect to forego employment and retain 
the households inflexible public rental housing entitlement" (Econsult, 
1989: 55). Its report calls for improvements in the portability of public 
housing entitlements. 

Share suggests, however, that a more pressing problem than the supply of 
public housing is the physical quality and appropriateness of public hous
ing stock in rural areas (Share, 1990: 16). In the Riverland and Roma/Bungil 
samples, however, public renters appeared to be in better quality accom
modation than either home purchasers or private renters who had more 
major repair problems (Table 4.18). As set out in Section 2, public renters in 
the rural areas were also found to have the lowest rate of overcrowding. 

Table 4.18: Proportion of families with a major structural housing problem 
by tenure and area 

VICtorian LGAs New Sowh Wales LGAs E1izabetIVMunno Para RlnILGAs 

OWright owners 7.1 0 7.1 7.4 

Purchasers 14.1 8.8 7.2 7.7 

Privatarantars 13.1 0 15.0 16.5 

Plillic rvrtars 9.5 25.4 19.3 17.7 

Other tenure 6.3 21.7 16.0 11.9 

Total faniIies (%) 10.7 14.2 9.4 9.6 

Total famifBs (N) 1048 422 1420 1816 

The Industry Commission report on public housing notes that more than· 
30 percent of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander families are govern
ment renters (compared with a 1991 Census national average of 6 percent) 
(Industry Commission, 1993b: 139). The Industry Commission inquiry 
found: 

"a high proportion of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
people continue to be housed in conditions that most Aus
tralians would consider unacceptable. They live in houses 
that are overcrowded, do not meet local government build
ing standards, and do not cater for their cultural needs. 
Funds for repairs and maintenance fall well short of re-
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qUirements, and communities often lack basic amenities • 
such as water, sewerage and transport infrastructure" (In-
dustry Commission,1993: 141). 

While the number of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander families in the 
ALSS public housing sample was too small for analysis. It is of great con-
cern that studies consistently find that the housing circumstances of • 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander families in many rural areas remain 
sub-standard and lacking in basic infrastructure. 
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4.4 Conclusion 

This section provides a summary of the key findings and an evaluation of 
whether the impact of housing upon living standards is different between 
non-metropolitan and metropolitan areas. The impact of housing upon 
living standards is summarised in relation to quality of occupancy, physi
cal quality, housing costs and housing tenure. 

In discussing how housing and living standards inter-relate in non
metropolitan areas, it should be remembered that these findings are based 
upon surveys of two areas that were in the middle band of areas on the 
ABS sodo-economic index. Furthermore, the families surveyed do not in
clude the elderly, itinerant or other groups who are often found in the 
worst housing conditions. 

In the two study areas it was found that: 

• 
• 

• 
• 

• 

• 

• 
• 

• 

there are very low rates of overcrowding; 
the proportion of housing with major structural problems is low 
(but much higher proportions reported minor problems with such 
features as plumbing/sewerage, house foundations, and wiring); 
over 90 percent of families surveyed had all basic amenities; 
over 25 percent families did not have but did not want a house with 
four or more bedrooms, and 50 percent did not want to be located 
close to public transport; 
rural families generally pay less for their accommodation than met
ropolitan families but certain disadvantaged groups are paying 
over 30 percent of their income in housing costs; 
the cost of housing in rural areas is not necessarily low, once hous
ing quality and transport costs are taken into account; the propor-
tions of outright owners and private renters in employer owned 
accommodation are high; 
24 percent of owner occupiers had property values declining in real 
terms; 
there were very few families with children in caravan accommo
dation and they experienced few housing problems; 
public renters in rural areas had fewer major problems with struc
tural housing features than either private renters or home 
purchasers. 

The analysis of housing utilisation found, contrary to the literature (Share, 
1990), that families in non-metropolitan areas consume as much, if not 
more, housing space than their metropolitan counterparts. Overall, only 7 
percent of non-metropolitan families were defined as overcrowded com
pared with 9 percent in the metropolitan areas. Fifty-seven percent of 
non-metropolitan families in fact had excess housing space according to 
the definition employed. 

Examining the physical quality of non-metropolitan housing revealed that 
between 8 and 10 percent of the stock has major problems with structural 
housing features. This proportion is very close to the 10.5 percent figure for 
metropolitan housing (Urban Housing Report, 1994). Our findings are con
sistent with the literature which specifies that widespread problems with 
physical quality are confined to economically depressed towns. 

The tenure structure of non-metropolitan areas was found to differ some
what from the pattern found in metropolitan areas. Outright owners as a 
proportion of all home owners, and private renters in employer owned 
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accommodation were found in relatively high proportions. The high ratio 
of outright ownership relates to non-metropolitan first home purchasers 
residing in their properties for longer periods and thus trading up less 
quickly. 

As outright owners have greater degrees of control, security, and equity in 
their properties and as the proportion of outright owners in non
metropolitan areas is high, it might have been expected that the incidence 
of housing disadvantage would be lower in these areas. However, the fact 
that property ownership also entails certain risks means that this is not 
necessarily the case. This study found that substantial proportions of own
ers had property values declining in real terms. Declining property values 
can have a major impact upon family living standards by negatively af
fecting retirement plans, limiting future income and making relocation 
difficult. 

The second distinct feature of the tenure structure of non-metropolitan ar-
eas was that there was a high proportion of employer provided hOUSing. 
The average rent levels for such housing was generally lower than for both 
the rest of the private rental sector and the public rental sector but it was 
found to have the highest rate of overcrowding. While the rent levels in the 
private rental sector were quite modest, compared to metropolitan areas, 
they were high relative to the incomes of disadvantaged groups and per-
haps high relative to quality. 

While it is often asserted that a shortage of private rental accommodation 
drives some rural people into caravan accommodation, the AIFS random 
sample survey found very few families in these circumstances. 

The significance of housing for the living standards of families in rural ar-

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

eas ,is such that most families with children live in appropriate accommo- • 
dation relative to their family size, in housing that is of adequate condition 
and that is provided with the necessary basic amenities. 

This study has sought to provide further information and understanding 
of the living conditions of families in rural areas. The pictures presented by 
Roma/Bungil and the Riverland are neither of idyllic country housing nor • 
of decaying ghost towns. The impact of housing upon living standards in 
the ALSS rural areas suggests that most families have access to basic amen-
ities, and sound physical housing, but which is perhaps in worse repair 
than that of housing in urban areas. The families interviewed, in some re-
spects, had advantages over their urban counterparts: most had more 
housing space, less traffic, quiet neighbours, large blocks. Other housing • 
and location features which were lacking for rural families appeared to be 
consistent with their preferences - many indicated they did not want a 
house with four or more bedrooms, or to be close to public transport or 
shops. For many families, however, particularly disadvantaged groups, 
rural living still poses many problems - declining real property values, 
high rents relative to income and high transport costs were all common. • 

• 
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Report Five: Transport 5.1 

5.1 Introduction 

Transport in Berri/Loxton/Renmark and in Roma/ 
Bungil is typical of that in many small communities. 

Without a developed public transport system, families must 
rely on their own automobiles or walk. On the one hand, 
the proximity of family and friends, the relative safety of 
walking or cycling to school, and the proximity of everyday 
needs makes this feasible. On the other hand, greater dis
tances must be travelled by rural Australians than those in 
the cities for major shopping purposes, major medical ser
vices and the like. 

Transport in the Riverland and in Roma/Bungil is dis
cussed in this chapter. 

Travel to and from work, child care and medical services is 
discussed in chapters 1, 2 and 3, respectively. Those dis
cussions will not be repeated here. 

Other than taxis, there is no public transport in or between 
Berri, Loxton and Renmark or Roma and Bungil. Except, 
therefore, for examining respondents' public transport 
wishes, there is no discussion here of public transport issues 
comparable to discussion in the urban transport report. 

Since the ALSS is primarily a locality study, specific ques
tions were not asked of respondents about travel and 
transport between the areas studied and other locations. 

Matters to be examined here include: 

• 
• 
• 
• 
• 
• 

• 

Numbers and types of vehicles in the household; 
Distance travel; 
Taxi use; 
Travel to school, for shopping and for entertainment; 
Transport problems and improvements sought; 
Attitudes towards and satisfaction with transport in 
the area; and 
Transport disadvantage. 
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5.2 Vehicles in the household 

Approximately ninety-five per cent of households in Berri/Loxton/Re
nmark (96%) and in Roma/Bungil (94%) had at least one motor vehicle (see 
Table 5.1). Motor vehicle ownership was higher in both areas than in the 
inner metropolitan suburbs of Melbourne (82%) and South Sydney (79%) 
as well as Elizabeth/Munno Para (88%) and Campbelltown (91 %). Own
ership in Roma/Bungil was lower than in the other ALSS urban areas. On 
the other hand, only Berwick households (98%) were more likely than 
those in Berri/Loxton/Renmark to have at least one motor vehicle, but the 
difference was minimal. Werribee households reported the same level of 
vehicle ownership (96%) as Berri/Loxton/Renmark while households in 
the remaining urban areas report similar levels: Box Hill (95%), Ryde 
(95%) and Penrith (96%). 

Table 5.1: Number of vehicles in the household 
BerrilLoxtonlRenmark Roma/Bungil 

% % 

None 4 6 
One 35 46 

Two 48 42 

Three 10 5 
Four or more 3 1 

Number of cases 520 543 

Berri/Loxton/Renmark households were more likely (61 %) than were Ro
ma/Bungil households (48%) to report ownership of more than one 
vehicle. 

In both rural areas, those living out of town reported ownership of a slight
ly greater number of vehicles than did households in town (see table 5.2). 

Table 5.2: Mean number of cars in households 
living in town and not in town 

BerrilLoxtonlRenmark Roma/Bungil 

Town 1.7 1.4 
Nol in Town 2.0 1.6 

Number of cases 520 543 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

As would reasonably be expected (see table 5.3) households were more • 
likely in both rural areas to report truck and motorcycle ownership than 
did any of the urban areas. Nonetheless, as with households in the urban 
areas, sedans, wagons and utes were by far the most common vehicles 
owned by rural households. In both rural areas (see table 5.4) respondents 
in households out of town reported a greater incidence of truck and mo-
torcycle ownership than did respondents living in town. At the same time, • 
those living in town still reported greater truck and motorcycle ownership 
than did respondents living in the nine urban areas. 

• 
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5.3 Distance travel 

Annual distances travelled for each vehicle in the household and - for each 
parent - the frequency of travel further than 100 kilometres from home for 
reasons other than holidays were ascertained. 

One in five rural families (18% in the Riverland, 20% in Roma/Bungil) had 
a least one vehicle that travels 30,000 kilometres or more in a year. Lower 
percentages reported such travel in five of the urban areas: South Sydney 
(8%), Melbourne (11 %), Elizabeth/Munno Para (13%), Box Hill (14%) and 
Ryde (17%). Higher percentages were recorded for the four remaining ur
ban areas: Werribee (22%), Campbelltown (26%), Berwick (28%) and 
Penrith (29%). 

The frequency of travel more than 100 kilometres other than for holidays is 
reasonably similar for the two rural areas (see Table 5.5). There is, however 
a marked difference between urban and rural patterns: where 32% of Ro
ma/Bungil parents and 27% of those in Berri/Loxton/Renmark reported 
such trips at least monthly, a lower proportion of parents in every urban 
area reported such frequency of long trips, although the outer suburb of 
Werribee reached a similar level (26%) (see Table 5.6). 

Table 5.5: Frequency of trips more than 100 kilometres 
from home, apart from holidays by parents in 

Berri/Loxton/Renmark and Roma/Bungil 
BerrilLoxtorVRenmark RomatBungil 

% % 

Once a week or more 5 9 
2·3 times a month 6 10 

About once a month 16 13 
About once (Nery 2·3 months 32 24 

About once (Nery six months 20 20 

less than once (Nery six months 21 24 

Number of cases 952 852 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

The reasons parents take trips longer than 100 kilometres other than for • 
holidays are presented in Table 5.7. The greater diversity of travel purpose 
for the rural areas stands out as well as, particularly, the greater frequency 
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of long trips for rural parents for work or business, to go shopping and to 
see friends and relatives. 
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5.4 Taxi use 

A greater percentage of Roma/Bungil families (17%) reported using taxis 
to or from home at least once a month (see table 5.8) than did families in 

• 

• 

any of the urban areas other than South Sydney (41 %), and about the same • 
as Melbourne families (16%). On the other hand, Riverland families were 
less likely than families in other ALSS areas to use taxis at least monthly -
only 1 per cent reported doing so. 

The low incidence of taxi use in Berri/Loxton/Renmark and the relatively 
few families living out of town does not allow for any meaningful com
parison of taxi usage between those living in and out of town in the 

• 

• 

• 

Riverland. This is not the case, however, for Roma/Bungil (see table 5.9). • 
One in ten families living in town (11 %) reported using taxis to or from 
home at least once a week, with one in four (25%) reporting monthly usage 
or more. Against this, only one in fifty families out of town (2%) used a taxi 
at least weekly while four in five (78%) reported never using a taxi, nine in 
ten rarely or never (91 %). 

• 

• 

• 

• 
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5.5 Travel to School 

The most obvious difference between modes of transport used by primary 
and, particularly, secondary school students in the two rural areas and the 
nine urban areas is, simply, that since no public transport is available, none 
is used in Berri/Loxton/Renmark and Roma/Bungil. 

There is little difference (see tables 5.10 and 5.12) between the two rural 
areas in the modes of transport used by primary school students. The most 
common method of transport is by car only, with substantial numbers of 
students walking or going by bicycle. Generally speaking, fewer walk and 
more ride bicycles than do those in the urban areas. 
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There are differences, however, between the modes of travel to secondary 
school between Berri/Loxton/Renmark and Rorna/Bungil (see tables 5.11 
and 5.13). Secondary school students in the Riverland are far more likely 
to travel to school by bus and less likely to walk or go bicycle. Generally 
speaking, secondary students in the Riverland are less likely than urban 
secondary students to walk while those in Roma/Bungil are more likely to 
do so. Roma/Bungil secondary students are also more likely than their 
urban counterparts to go by bicycle. 

Roma/Bungil primary school students take an average of 16 minutes trav
elling to school, considerably longer than primary school students in the 
Riverland (11 minutes) or the urban ALSS areas (see table 5.14). Travel 
time to school of secondary students, however, is less in both Ro
ma/Bungil (15 minutes) and Berri/Loxton/Renrnark (18 minutes) than in 
any of the urban areas, where time to school averaged between 22 and 31 
minutes (Berwick and Ryde, respectively). 
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5.6 Travel for shopping 

ALSS respondents were asked how they travelled to buy fruit and vegeta
bles, meat, groceries and cleaning materials, clothing for children not yet at 
school and for children in primary school. Responses are presented in Ta
bles 5.15 (Berri/Loxton/Renmark) and 5.16 (Roma/Bungil). Overwhelm
ingly in both areas, but more so in the Riverland, travel for shopping was 
reported as being in the family car. Generally speaking, this reflects the 
patterns found in the middle and outer urban ALSS areas. Less use of the 
car for shopping was reported in the two inner urban areas of Melbourne 
and South Sydney. 

Except for travel to buy children's clothing (see tables 5.17 and 5.18), travel 
for shopping typically took less than ten minutes in both rural areas and 
almost never more than half an hour except in Roma/Bungil for fruit and 
vegetable and grocery shopping. Generally speaking, these travel times 
reflect those found in the urban ALSS areas. 

What stands out, however, in data on travel times for shopping is the large 
percentages reporting that travel to buy children's clothing takes an hour 
or more. Over a quarter of the families in each rural area reported travel
ling for such a length of time to buy their children's clothes. In none of the 
nine urban ALSS areas did more than two per cent of respondents report 
travelling an hour. 

Aspects offamily living standards: a study offamilies in two rural areas 
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Travel time taken for the purchase of children's clothing, in part, reflects 
the large number of Riverland families buying clothing in Mildura (7%) 
and Adelaide (11 %) and of Rorna/Bungil families shopping in Toowoom
ba (6-10%). It is impossible to assess from AlSS data but it is not implau
sible to imagine rural families travelling to major regional centres for 
combined shopping, recreation and entertainment purposes. 
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5.7 Travel for entertainment 

Parents in urban areas are faced with difficulties and have concerns about 
transport for their children to recreational and entertainment facilities. In 
the two rural areas being examined here, however, such problems are ex
acerbated by the absence of public transport other than taxis. Both parents 
and children living in the household who either attended secondary school 
or who had left school were asked about such problems. Responses for 
both rural and urban areas are presented in Tables 5.19 to 5.22. 

The picture presented in those tables shows that, generally, children in the 
two rural areas were more concerned with transport difficulties than were 
their parents, a pattern not reflected in respondents in the urban areas. 
Particularly notable is that in both areas greater concern was shown with 
the problems of driving and alcohol by children who had left school and by 
secondary students in Berri/Loxton/Renmark. 

Perhaps the most striking observation to be made about the rural areas 
from those tables, however, is the extremely large proportion of parents 
and secondary students in the Riverland providing an "other" response. 
When open-ended answers were examined, the predominant "other" re
sponse was "no public transport": 22% of parents provided this response 
when speaking of travel for secondary students, 19% for travel by those 
who had left school and 8% of secondary students gave this reply. 
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5.8 Difficulties posed by transport problems 

When asked directly what things families would like to do but cannot do 
because of problems with transport, few Berri/Loxton/Renmark or Ro
ma/Bungil families volunteered many serious problems (see tables 5.23 
and 5.24). Most prominent in each was getting to sports or entertainment 
- 4% of Riverland respondent families and 2% of Roma/Bungil families. 
In the Riverland, 2% reported that they were unable to get to work - while 
a small percentage, the impact of this, however, may be of considerable 
significance to the families involved. 

Table 5.23: Things families in Berri / Loxton / Renmark would 
like to do but can't because of problems with transport 

Number of 
% of all 

families with 
respondents 

difficulties 

Get to sports or entertainment 21 4 

Wor1\ 11 2 

Tertiary study 2 0 

Vis~ friends or relatives 5 1 

Shop when or where wished 10 2 

Uve together 1 0 

Table 5.24: Things families in Roma / Bungil would like to do 
but can't because of problems with transport 

Number of 
% of all 

families with 
respondents 

difficulties 

Get to sports or entertainment 13 2 

Wor1\ 2 0 

Tertiary study 2 0 

Visit friends or relatives 12 2 

Shop when or where wished 3 1 

Get out I to school in wet 5 1 

Get to larger towns I cities 4 1 

Aspects o//amily living standards: a study o//amilies in two rural areas 
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Desired improvements to public transport in the 
area 

Given the absence of public transport other than taxis in either the River
land or Roma/Bungil, it is not particularly surprising to find that when 
asked what improvements families desired, 

over one in five Riverland families (23%) said "anything" or a "bus service" 
and also one in five (21 %) wanted an "inter-town bus service" or that one in 
five Roma/Bungil families (18%) said that they wanted 'anything", a "bus 
service" or an "inter-town bus service". 

As may be seen in tables 5.25 and 5.26 a small number of families also 
sought more taxis and, in the Riverland, better travel to other centres. 

Table 5.25: Public transport 
improvements wanted by families in 

Berri/Loxton/Renmark 
% of all 

respondents 

Anything I bus service 23 
Inter-town bus service 21 

More taxis 2 

Number of cases 520 

Table 5.26: Public transport improvements wanted by 
families in Roma I Bungil 

% of all respondents 

Out of 
town 

In town Total 

Anything I bus service 13 18 16 
Inter-town bus service 5 0 2 

More taxis 1 0 1 
Better travel to other centres 3 5 4 

Number of cases 218 320 538 
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5.10 Improvements wanted in transport infrastructure 

When asked the improvements they would wish to roads and other local 
infrastructure, families in the two rural areas naturally reflected differenc
es in local conditions. 

In the Riverland (see table 5.27) - in response to an open-ended question -
one half of respondent families (48%) said that they wanted a bridge 
[where more specific, a bridge over the Murray River at Berri]. Ferries are 
the only means of crossing the river at present. Another 15% wanted more 
sealed roads, and another 10% each wanted improved safety measures 
(traffic lights, traffic signs, etc.). 

Location of bridges is a matter, primarily, for State and Local Government 
decision. Information is unavailable to the ALSS about the cost
effectiveness or cost-benefits to accrue from the location of bridges at or at 
places other than Berri. All the data can support is the desire for one to be 
located there. 

Table 5.27: Improvements wan led 10 local 
transport infrastructure by families in 

Berri/Loxlon/Renmark 
% 01 all 

respondents 

Bridge 48 

Sealed roads 15 

Salety measures 10 

Bikepaths 10 
General improvement of 8 

Footpaths 7 

Number of cases 520 

Roma/Bungil - more remote, more isolated, subject to "the wet" and 
drought, with a larger proportion of the population living out of town - has 
different desires (see table 5.28). Bridges are relatively unimportant. 
Sealed (16%) and wider (24%) roads are the predominant desires of Ro
ma/Bungil families, along with additional safety measures (17%). In 
Roma/Bungil, it should be noted that there are substantial differences in 
the requirements of town residents and those living out of town. While 
both groups seek wider roads, the desires. are for different improvements -
town residents wish for the bitumen to be widened to footpaths which re
quire kerbing and channelling while residents out of town seek widening 
(and sealing) of the country roads. 
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Table 5.28: Improvements to transport infrastructure 

wanted by families in Roma/Bungil 
% of all respondents 

Out of 
In town Total 

town 

Bridge 1 1 1 • 
Sealed roads 24 11 16 

Safety measures 7 24 17 
Bikepaths 4 15 11 

General improvement of 7 7 7 
Footpaths 3 15 10 • Wider roads 20 26 24 

Kerbing and channelling 3 15 10 
Street lights 1 5 3 

Number of cases 218 320 538 

As with the Riverland desire for a bridge at Berri, ALSS data do not allow • 
for any evaluation of the cost-effectiveness or cost-benefit for the expendi-
ture of what are essentially State and Local Government funds in 
Roma/Bungil as opposed to elsewhere in the State. 
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5.11 Attitudes towards and satisfaction with transport 
in the area 

Overall, Riverland respondents expressed considerable disenchantment 
about the transport circumstances in the area compared with residents of 
both Roma/Bungil and the urban areas (see table 5.29). Both areas agreed 
more strongly than did urban respondents that it was or would be very 
difficult for families to live in the area without a car, that public transport 
in the area was inefficient, that the government should spend more on 
freeways to service the area, and that public transport in the area was in
adequate for their needs and the needs of teenagers. Riverland residents 
also agreed more strongly than others about the need for a second family 
car. 

Berwick BoxHil MeIloome Werribee Bizabefl/ CampbellOWll Penri" Ryde IollmoP .. a 

3.3 2.9 42 3.6 3.8 3.9 3.5 2.9 

2.6 2.0 3.4 2.7 2.8 2.9 2.6 1.6 

2.4 2.1 3.4 3.0 3.0 2.9 2.7 2.2 

2.4 2.0 3.2 3.2 3.2 2.9 2.7 2.2 

2.6 2.1 3.3 3.1 3.1 3.0 2.9 2.4 

2.7 2.3 3.6 32 32 3.1 2.9 2.5 

2.7 2.2 3.5 3.1 3.2 3.1 2.9 2.3 

.(J.4 .(J.B 0.4 0.1 0.1 0.0 .(J.12 .(J.7 

Comparing the two rural areas (see tables 5.30 and 5.31), Riverland resi-
dents expressed much greater need than did Roma/Bungil residents for 
the family car(s) and greater agreement that public transport in the area 
was inadequate. 

Table 5.30: Altitudes to transport in Berri/LoxtonlRenmark 
The Public 

11 would be very 11 would be very PlilIic govemment Public transport transpott in 
diffiwttfor my diffiwttformy transpon in should spend in this area is llis area Is 
family to live in family to live in llis area is more on inadequale to inadequate 

llis area wi1hou1 this area without a freeways to 10 for lhe 
a ear second ear ineffidenl service llis my needs neeclsd 

area teenaaen; 
% % % % % % 

Strongly disagree 1 8 6 11 7 5 

Disagree 3 14 3 14 8 5 

Neither agree nor disagree 3 20 22 37 30 22 

Agree 14 22 16 15 15 20 

Strongly agree 79 36 54 23 39 48 

Number of cases 949 948 920 934 927 930 
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Table 5.31: Attitudes to transport in Roma/Bungil 
The Public 

h would be very It would be very I'IbIic government Public transport transport in 
difliaJlt for my dffiwh for my shOlAd spend 1Iis aruais 
famly to live in farrily to live in transport in more on in thisarua is 

inad~ate tlis aruais inadequate to tlis area without this allla without a inefficient freeways to my needs to for the 
a ear second ear sarvicetlis ,:,oo;A'! area 
% % % % % % 

Strongly olSagree 3 18 9 12 9 8 
Disagree 10 21 8 13 13 9 

Nlither agree nor disagree 8 22 39 40 46 43 
Agree 19 17 13 13 10 17 

Strongly agree 61 22 32 23 22 24 

Number et casas 852 852 840 848 846 845 

As with urban respondents, rural Al.SS respondents were asked. the extent 
to which they were satisfied. with various aspect of transport. Naturally 
enough, Berri/Loxton/Renmark families (see table 5.32) and Roma/Bungil 
respondent families (see table 5.33), were unsatisfied with the distance 

• 

• 

• 

• 

from home to public transport and the availability of public transport at • 
night and weekends - less so in Roma/Bungil than in the Riverland. Riv-
erland families expressed less satisfaction (20% dissatisfied) with the 
availability of taxis than did those in Roma/Bungil (6%). 

Table 5.32: Satisfaction with transport in Berri I Loxton I Renmark 

% % % 
Number 

Concerned Satisfied Dissatisfied 
of 

cases 

The number 01 cars in the lamily 98 76 9 504 
The reliability 01 the ca~s) in the lamily 98 73 8 503 

The cost-efliciency 01 
97 60 10 502 

the car(s) in the lamily 

The level of congestion on the roads 93 64 6 480 
The width 01 the roads 96 59 10 496 

The quality of the road surl aces in the area 97 42 24 502 

The distance Irom home to public transport 52 19 55 266 
The availability of public transport 

46 13 62 237 
on nighls and weekends 

The level 01 salely on public transport 46 22 39 236 

The availabil~y 01 taxis 56 47 20 286 

Table 5.33: Satisfaction with transport in Roma I Bungil 

% % .0/0 

Number 

Concerned Satisfied Dissatisfied 
of 

cases 

The number 01 cars in the lamily 95 76 7 510 
The reliability 01 the car(s) in the lamily 94 80 5 508 

The cost·efficiency 01 the ca~s) in 
94 64 7 507 

thelamily 

The level 01 congestion on the roads 90 67 5 484 

The width 01 the roads 96 30 38 515 

The quality 01 the road surfaces in the area 96 20 47 513 
The distance Irom home 10 public transport 54 27 35 291 

The availability 01 public transport 
48 27 40 256 

on nights and weekends 
The level 01 salely on public transport 51 37 24 273 

The availability 01 taxis 69 74 6 371 
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When satisfaction across all ten aspects of transport is examined, families 
in the rural areas expressed levels of satisfaction not unlike those in the 
nine urban ALSS areas (see table 5.34). Examining the particulars, howev
er, there is understandably less satisfaction with public transport in the 
rural areas and substantially greater satisfaction with the level of conges
tion on the roads. 
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5.12 Transport disadvantage 

Earlier it was noted that most families in both rural areas have at least one 
vehicle in their household. Those who do not are, to a greater or lesser 
extent, transport disadvantaged since, other than taxis, there is no public 
transport available to them. 

For those living in town, this disadvantage is perhaps less than for those 
not living in town; but, still, their mobility is restricted largely to the town 
in which they live or to distant, major centres serviced by train or plane. 

Those living out of town risk isolation. 

For sole parents, whether living in town or not, already magnified prob
lems of parenting are compounded. 

• 

• 

• 

• 

Whether living in town or not, couples with only one vehicle may be some-
what disadvantaged. • 

There are insufficient numbers of non-English speaking or incapacitated 
respondents, Aborigines or T orres Strait Islanders in the samples to assess 
whether they face any particular difficulties. Since ALSS was a study of 
families with children under eighteen years of age, special transport diffi-
culties of aged persons cannot be examined from the data, although· it is • 
perhaps worth reporting that a considerable number of Riverland respon-
dents seeking a bus service indicated its usefulness for the elderly. 

It is possible, however, to develop a relatively simple classification scheme 
based on whether families have sole or partnered parents, the number of 
cars in the household and whether families live in or out of town. Classi- • 
fication is fairly subjective but, without conducting an in-depth study of 
transport disadvantage itself, perhaps useful-

Families seriously disadvantaged because of lack of transport would in
clude-

• sole parents without a car, living out of town 
• couples without a car, living out of town 

Families which are probably not particularly disadvantaged by the lack of 
public transport would include -

• 
• 

sole parents with at least one car, living in or out of town 
couples with at least two cars, living in our out of town 

Falling between these two extremes would be those which might be re
garded as disadvantaged -

• 
• 

sole parents without a car, living in town 
couples without a car, living in town 

and those minimally disadvantaged -

• couples with only one car, living in or out of town 

Data presented in Table 5.35 show that - among those with children under 
the age of 20, living at home - there are very few families in either rural area 
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which are likely to be functionally disadvantaged because of a lack of 
transport. 

Table 5.35: Transport disadvantage in 
Berri/Loxton/Renmark and Roma/Bungil 

BerrilLoxtorV RomalBungil 
~ 

% % 

Seriously disadvantaged o (n=2) 1 (n=4) 

Disadvantaged 1 (n=5) 2 (n=11) 

Minimally disadvantaged 30 44 
Not disadvantaged 68 53 

Number of cases 455 482 

While there are no doubt things which could be done in the area of trans
port to improve the lives of Riverland and Roma/Bungil families -
inter-town bus services, a bridge at Berri, widening and sealing some 
roads, for example - data from this study would not support any assump
tion that the families in these two areas are particularly transport 
disadvantaged. At the same time, it must be reiterated that data were not 
collected on the elderly or on a sufficient number of incapacitated persons 
or on the particular difficulties and costs arising out of the distance to ur
ban centres - the possibility cannot, therefore, be ruled out with ALSS data 
that such people living in these two areas are seriously disadvantaged by 
the lack of public transport. 
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