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Vision 
 

To support and encourage self reliance with strategies that 
assist rural people to manage industry change and challenges. 

 
 

 

Our Commitment 

Deliver outstanding 
value 

to all our stakeholders 
 

 

Employees 
Customers 
Community 

DAFF 
DAFWA 

 
“to do the right thing” 

 
 

 

Core Values 

 

Ethics 
 

Integrity 

 

Equity 

 

Confidentiality 

 

Empathy 
 

 
“to treat all people fairly” 

 
 
 

 

Excellence in all Things 

Dedication to service 

 

Safety 

 

Quality 

 

Long term relationships 
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RFCS WA Board Chairperson’s Report 

As I reflect on the activities of RFCS WA during the reporting period I am mindful of the great 

reputation the organisation has created as a reputable and valid source of information and support 

for people experiencing financial distress in rural and regional Western Australia. 

The Board is very aware of the difficulties our staff face on a daily basis in dealing with distressed 

clients and their families as well as the personal pressures each one of us must deal with in our 

personal lives. We know we have staff with unique skills to deal with these issues and are proud of 

their professionalism in difficult times. 

Some of the issues in our agricultural sector have not dissipated in the last year, in fact the ones that 

specifically impact our service have worsened, these include increased per hectare cost of farm debt.  

In spite of a reasonable season for grain growers last year the average per hectare cost of finance 

rose by 7% which is indicative of the dire situation facing primary producers, particularly in Western 

Australia where such a high proportion of our production is going into the export trade.  

A significant, often underestimated, problem for Western Australian producers by our Eastern States 

counterparts is the overpriced Australian dollar.  In WA we do not have a significant domestic 

market so we are experiencing similar difficulties to any other export dependent manufacturing 

industry which in simple terms means we are no longer competitive in global markets. 

The other element of this problem is the high dependency of rural towns in WA on a profitable 

agricultural sector for their survival.  When farmers struggle the whole community struggles and this 

problem is far more evident in WA than most other rural areas in Australia. 

Last year we were grateful for the commitment made by the Federal Government to extend funding 

to provide RFCS services for another four years. This commitment has taken the pressure off our 

immediate needs and given some security to our staff about their employment in the short term. It 

has however highlighted some of the inequities in the national model about the equitable 

distribution of the resources. 

When the Federal Minister (the Senator Hon Joe Ludwig) granted the funding extension the Board 

anticipated there would probably be a review and adjustment of each States’ funding requirements 

but unfortunately this has not happened.  This leaves WA in the situation of increased client demand 

whilst remaining at a reduced funding level by any measure relative to other states (our current 

funding level was determined in 2008 when client numbers were extremely low). 
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The Board has been actively pursuing this matter, we have had discussions with Senator Ludwig who 

made it clear we must work with other State providers to achieve what is needed from the budget 

provided. We are working with other RFCS services to try to address this problem. 

The Board is very grateful to our State Minister, the Hon Terry Redman MLA, for recommending 

additional state resources to assist in redressing this problem in the short term. The State has 

contributed an extra $400,000 over two years through the Rural Business Development Unit.  

Without this additional State money we would be in a very difficult place. 

During the next financial year I am hopeful that the national group of RFCS providers will reach 

agreement on a more equitable distribution of the funds to better address needs. The Board is 

committed to achieving this goal. 

As always we appreciate the dedication of our staff and board members.  I particularly wish to thank 

our CEO, Chris, who has passion and vision for our work and has extensive knowledge about what is 

required to achieve good outcomes for people in distress. His vision goes way beyond the basic 

requirements of our contract with Government to deliver a service, and is playing a very significant 

role in restructuring the viability of rural industries in Western Australia.  Chris’ vision and drive is 

transmitted to clients through our counsellors and continues to promote our philosophy on the need 

to “regain focus and create solutions”. 

As we move forward it is important to remind ourselves that we are dealing with people going 

through the difficulty of industry restructure, it is not easy and it is constantly changing.  As we assist 

people through this process and encourage them to make relevant changes, the outcomes will lead 

to a more sustainable set of industries that are not reliant on government subsidies and handouts. 

RFCSWA is committed to this process and in spite of our operational financial pressures we are 

making a huge difference in the lives of many rural people. 

 

 

 

 

Julian Krieg  

RFCS WA Board Chair 
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RFCS WA’s Customer Engagement Strategy:  

 

Price Waterhouse Coopers (PWC) was contracted by the Department of Agriculture, Forestry and 
Fisheries in 2012 to conduct a National Performance Audit of the fourteen Rural Financial 
Counselling Services (RFCS).  PWC highlighted WA’s client engagement as being of 
 

“…better practice and/or innovation …… delivering a higher level of service”  
 

when compared to other RFCS across Australia.  It went on to say: 

“Client services are well managed through the Organisation’s Client 

Management Framework. This framework provides a one-page overview of 

the client management process and is an effective tool for ensuring that all 

key steps and decisions are made by the rural financial counsellors and for 

recording client decisions and outcomes. It can be incorporated into client 

management files and used as a tool to review the performance of individual 

rural financial counsellors.” 

 

Customer engagement by RFCS WA has as a background the Harvard business planning framework 

to guide both analysis and future directions for Customer businesses. This fits the dual concepts that: 

the decisions around a business remain with the customer; and a whole of business framework for 

assessment and planning is needed to ascertain what is useful and beneficial to customers. 

It avoids “one off” actions that while singularly successful, may be to the longer term detriment of a 

business (and individuals).  

The business planning framework identifies key values that underpin the customer’s decision making. 

These values are essential determinates of decisions and are particularly important when looking to 

develop alternative futures with customers when the preferred one is no longer realistic. 

Additionally the framework allows for the focus of customer energy to be around the key issues and 

have a forward focus. It is likely that customers in difficulty have been under stress for a lengthy 

period of years and a framework that assists in regaining focus and creating solutions is important. 

RFCS WA employs people with the key abilities that allow them to assist a customer to understand 

their circumstances, come to terms with the implications arising from them, and create a path 

forward. 
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We appreciate your help and expertise.  Your "outside" perspective, professional 

approach to preparing a budget and explaining the terminology and ability to analyse 

our options and prepare scenarios has helped to realise how important it is for us to be 

proactive in dealing with our declining financial position as a farming business.  

 

Thank you most sincerely and best wishes for your holidays. 

 

A Desktop flowchart of the business planning framework with key case management actions and 

available toolkits has been developed and is used by the team. These can be used directly with the 

customers if useful, otherwise as a reflective tool for the rural financial counsellor (RFC).  See the 

centre page of this report for a copy. 

This structured approach guides the involvement of the team to strategically focus on the key issues 

as they work with customers in a difficult and turbulent environment.  

It’s expected that often the key issues identified by customers will include items outside the scope of 

our service. The business planning framework allows appropriate solutions to all issues to be created, 

including use of additional services and expertise. 

This approach best meets the objectives of the RFCS service to: Provide clients with access to 

financial information, options, decision support and referrals to other sources of industry, 

professional and government assistance; Empower clients to make their own decisions on how to 

most effectively manage change and adjustment issues (Deed of Grant Schedule 3) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

         RFCS WA client to RFC, 2012 

  

RFC’s John Dymond, Fleur Grieve, and Sonya Harcourt Smith 
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RFCS WA Board Report 

RFCS WA Board Members 

Julian Krieg (Chair) 

Andrew Thomas (Deputy Chair) 

Pam Batten 

Karen Chappel 

Andrew Clark (Finance) 

William Colbourne 

Paul McKenzie (Finance) 

John Mudie 

Christine Thompson 

Gavin Treasure 

Peter Trefort 

 

Board Member Profiles 

Julian Krieg  

Julian is the Chairperson and Senior Community Educator for the Regional Men’s Health Initiative 

delivered by Wheatbelt Men’s Health Inc. (WMH Inc.).  This organisation has pioneered programmes 

to address some of the problems facing rural communities (particularly men) in dealing with 

emotional turmoil and changing circumstances. 

Julian works specifically in men’s holistic health and because of his background in education (he was 

Director of Agricultural Education in WA for many years) is able to communicate in meaningful ways 

to community members and service providers on social determinants affecting holistic wellbeing. 

Julian was actively involved in developing the “LIFE” National Strategy on Suicide Prevention.  He is 

also a past board member of Suicide Prevention Australia. 

Julian was recognised for his work in drought affected WA in 2007 by being awarded Royal 

Agricultural Society Rural Achiever of the Year for Western Australia. In 2010 he was one of four 
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finalists in WA for Senior Australian of the year, and on the 10th September 2011 (World Suicide 

Prevention Day) he won the Suicide Prevention Australia Healthy Communities – Individual Life 

Award. 

Julian is also:- 

 Chairman of Rural Financial Counselling Service of WA.  

 President of Australian Men’s Health Forum. 

 Participant and member of a number of local advisory groups. 
 

Pam Batten 

Pam Batten, along with her family has been farming in the community of Yuna in Midwest WA for 

the past 42 years.  In 1998 they saw the need to diversify and have since developed a successful 

Dorper Stud. 

Pam has been heavily involved in the Country Women’s Association for over 40 years and has held 

positions as finance officer and from 2006 to 2009 was the State President of the CWA in Western 

Australia.  During Pam's time as State President WA farming communities experienced very adverse 

seasonal conditions and the CWA distributed over one million dollars to those in need.  It is Pam's 

involvement during these hard times that has encouraged Pam to assist RFCS WA. 

Pam is also involved in a number of local groups including the Yuna branch of CWA, ‘Creating a 

better Yuna’ Group, and was the Secretary of the Steering Group for the ‘Yuna Farmlands Water 

Scheme', which successfully brought a water supply to 49 farming families in the Yuna district and 

surrounding area.  In the past Pam has held office bearer positions within Yuna sporting 

organisations and the Anglican Guild. 

Karen Chappel 

Karen Chappel, along with her husband Lindsay farm property West of Perenjori in the North East 

Agricultural Region. Karen has a strong social conscience and believes in the future of the rural 

Western Australia and gives her time consistently to the region. 

Karen currently holds the following positions 

 Shire President,  Shire Of Morawa 

 Member of the Local Government Advisory Board of Western Australia  

 Deputy Chair Northern Country Zone of WALGA 

 Chair for Northern Districts Community Support Group Inc (Volunteer Managed DCP 

Funded Family Counselling Service that covers 7 Shires) 

 Councillor Mid West Regional Council 

 Treasurer Morawa Golf & Bowling Club and the Morawa Bowls Club. 

Karen is currently undertaking the Diploma of Local Government.  Karen is a Justice of the Peace and 
a Marriage Celebrant.  In 2007 Karen was awarded Citizen of the Year by the Shire of Perenjori. 
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Andrew Clark (Finance) 

Andrew Clark started life on his family farm in the Central Wheatbelt of WA.  His tertiary studies 

include a Bachelor of Business Degree in Agriculture, and a Bachelor of Commerce (both obtained at 

Curtin University). 

Having spent a few years working for the family farm Andrew was employed by Australian Poultry 

before entering the world of banking where he spent almost four years with Commonwealth Bank, 

and the next eighteen years with National Australia Bank. 

Andrew’s bank positions have varied from Agribusiness Advisor to more senior roles such as 

Agribusiness Management, to his most recent and current role of State Manager of Agribusiness. 

William Colbourne 

William (Bill) Colbourne is a recently semi-retired primary producer from Kulin. Bill was the owner 

operator of his property in Kulin for 41 years and during this time has also run a local auto business 

and Contract Shearing team.   

Bill has also worked within TAFE running a programme which placed urban unemployed youth into 

farming properties.  He has been, and is still involved with a number of committees and volunteer 

groups including being a foster carer, coaching local sporting groups and leading youth camps. 

Bill’s association with Financial Counselling came through his involvement with Central AgCare 

where he held the position of Vice Chair. 

Paul McKenzie (Finance) 

Paul McKenzie has 19 year’s experience as a management consultant and is the founder of Agrarian 

Management, a leading farm management consultancy in Geraldton and Katanning.  Paul also has 

first-hand experience with primary production as owner of cropping and grazing property near 

Toodyay. 

Paul brings substantial expertise in farm finance and management, plus experience in improving 

company performance through his various directorships of various private and ASX listed companies.   

Paul holds a Bachelor of Science in Agriculture through University of WA, a Bachelor of Commerce 

through Murdoch University and a Company Directors Diploma through AICD.  He is a Fellow of AICD 

and past president of AAAC(WA)Inc. 

John Mudie 

John Mudie is the Owner/Manager of a farm business in Ravensthorpe, has had 49 years practical 

farming experience and has also been involved in a large amount of local voluntary work. 
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John was the President of the Jerramungup shire for four years and has been a Shire Counsellor for 9 

years.  John's involvement with Rural Financial Counselling came through his association with the 

Southern Agcare committee, which employs psychologists, social workers and counsellors for the 

southern regions. 

In 2003 John was awarded the Local Government Distinguished Service Award. 

Andrew Thomas, Deputy Chair 

Andrew Thomas is the Chair of North East Farming Futures Group (NEFF). 

Andrew, along with his wife Tarleah, have property South East of Mullewa which they have been 

farming for the past 23 years.  Andrew has seen the effects drought can have on a region, primary 

producers and the local businesses, and therefore as both primary producer and Chair of NEFF he 

has seen the importance of ensuring the RFCS WA service develops and expands. 

Andrew has been involved with a number of different groups and councils including NEFF, WA No Till 

Farming Association, Shire of Mullewa Council and the Mullewa Bush Fire Brigade. 

Christine Thompson 

Christine Thompson has lived and worked in rural WA for over thirty years. She developed and 

delivered family counselling services in the Great Southern prior to facilitating strategic planning 

workshops for the Department of Agriculture and Food WA.  She has since coordinated the Rural 

Remote and Regional Women’s Network and RIRDC Rural Women’s Award, and more recently, the 

DAFWA plan to Support Grains Industry Development.                        . 

 

Christine has a BA (Social Sciences), B. Social Work and is a Graduate member of the Australian 

Institute of Company Directors.                                            .                                                        

 

Her experience as a business partner in a farming enterprise in Wagin and wide industry experience 

at a national board and community level has given Christine a wide range of knowledge and 

experience of high level policy and its application at the grass roots level. 

Gavin Treasure 

Gavin Treasure is the Chief Executive Officer for the Shire of Morawa.  Gavin commenced this 
position in Morawa during September 2004.   

Prior to this appointment, Gavin held a Finance & Commercial Management role with the Geraldton 
Port Authority, a position which he held for 10 years. Gavin also acted as Chief Executive Officer of 
the Geraldton Port Authority at various times during this period. 

Gavin holds two post graduate qualifications. A Master of Commerce (MCom) conducted through 
Deakin University and a Master of Business Administration (MBA) completed with the University of 
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Western Sydney. Gavin is also a Certified Practising Accountant (CPA) and a Fellow of the National 
Institute of Accountants (FPNA).  

Peter Trefort 

Peter manages his family property in Narrogin Western Australia. He developed an on farm 
processing works for lamb products for both Domestic and Export markets. 

Peter has worked closely with Murdoch and U.W.A. in research of all facets of sheep meat eating 
qualities.  His Directorships include Meat and Livestock of Australia, Sheep CRC, Elderstone 
Nominees Pty Ltd, as well as actively being involved in Agricultural Education. 

Peter was awarded an Honorary Doctor in Science for research work with the Australian Sheep 
Industry. 

 

2011/12 Board Meetings and Attendance 

RFCS WA Board Meetings 

3rd October 2011; 6th December 2011; 16th March 2012. 

 

RFCS WA Board Meeting Attendance 

  Julian Krieg (Chair) three of three 

Chris Wheatcroft (CEO) three of three 

Andrew Thomas (Deputy Chair) two of three 

Pam Batten one of three 

Karen Chappel three of three 

Andrew Clark (Finance) two of three 

 

William Colbourne two of three 

Paul McKenzie (Finance) two of three 

Christine Thompson three of three 

Gavin Treasure two of three 

Peter Trefort two of three 
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The Rainfall Decile rankings for 
2011 show an average or above 
year for much of the agricultural 
region with exceptions, 
particularly the southwest.  

For grain-growers the wetter than 
average growing season 
continued into harvest with 
significant downgrading of grain. 

Late rain also damaged dry feed 
reserves. 

The context for this season was 
the 2010 winter which was largely 
a decile 1 or below.  

The Southwest region has 
experienced two concurrent 
decile 1 seasons with resulting 
pressure on available feed and 
water reserves.  

There are pockets of the 
wheatbelt who have experienced 
their 3rd below average season 
with two of those  years being 
decile 1 rainfall or below. 

If we add a context of lenders 
wishing to reduce their exposure 
by reducing overall debt levels, 
the season has not produced the 
“financial boost” required. The 
financial impact was more akin to 
an average year.  
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CEO Executive Summary 

West Australian Agriculture Industry Overview 2011/12 

In addition to rainfall variations Cattle producers experienced difficult market conditions; and the 

loss of protein value in dry feed after late rains in 2011 exacerbated difficulties for livestock 

producers.   

Horticulture/vegetables in the Carnarvon regions were a “hotspot” where producers generally 

worked towards recovering from floods the year previously.  However, widespread difficulties were 

experienced in some enterprises due to high incidence of disease, such as crop losses of 50 – 100% 

in tomato and capsicum enterprises.   

Agriculture-related small businesses have experienced pressure from the higher number of tight 

cash flows existing in their customer base, including some larger operations, which in the past have 

provided stability of demand for products.    

For WA broadacre enterprises, the 2011/12 year proved to be one where businesses in a good 

financial position had the opportunity to improve their situation based on good yields, though 

moderated by falling grain prices and a significant portion of poor quality grain. 

For those with significant debt the average return on capital of 7.16%, following two years of 

negative returns, provided insufficient profit to improve their position.   

Overall the gap between profitable and non-profitable enterprises appears to have increased with 

average equity remaining stable at 72% (with land prices held constant, which may in reality be 

unrealistic)  

RFCS WA observed the sale of a number of properties at reduced values but in many areas there is 

no interest reported by rural real-estate agents. They comment that there exists an oversupply of 

properties on the market given the lack of both confidence and cash from buyers.  Many potential 

sellers were forced to stay another year as no buyers emerged.  

The rural banking sector is seeking to “rationalise” the number of poor performing loans on their 

books; however the lack of purchasers appears to reduce their ability, or perhaps willingness, to 

achieve this.  Our observation has been that overall the Banking and Finance sector has operated 

within this difficult environment in an ethical and balanced way, with useful processes in place to 

deal with most exceptions.  RFCs possess skills and knowledge to assist in cases where customers 

engage in these processes. 

As described last year, there continues a period of structural adjustment within agricultural 

enterprises occurring across much of WA.  This process is constricted by limited or no ability to sell a 

portion of land assets to provide available cash for implementing strategic management decisions.  

There is a corresponding lack of confidence in the market as to actual land values, along with cash 

flow pressures from the previous poor seasons, and this further exacerbates continued  limited land 

sales occurring across large regions of the State.  
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Figure 1. WA Farm debt levels and equity 1998 – 2012 (source Planfarm Bankwest Benchmarks 
2011/12) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The two graphs (Figures 1 and 2) illustrate farm debt and income per effective hectare, debt to 

income ratios, and percentage farm equity over the last twelve years in WA.  The trends of 

increasing debt and loss of equity, particularly significant since 2006, and continuing despite 

increasing farm income 2007 – 2009, were arrested (on average) in 2011/12. However while the 

trend halted, the previous increase of $559 to $605 in debt ($ per effective ha) that occurred over 

the 2010-11 year was not reversed. 

The cost of servicing that 2010-11 debt saw an increase of 14% from 2009/10 levels to $54/ha for 

the average farm. The cost of servicing debt has again risen in 2011/12 with an additional 7% 

increase of $4.00 to $58/ha due to increased financing costs. 

The quoted equity is largely assuming constant land values, however from an RFCS WA customer 

viewpoint those values have been unrealisable both in previous years and 2011/12. 

 

Figure 2. WA Farm debt to income ratio 1998 – 2012 (source Planfarm Bankwest Benchmarks 

2011/12) 
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The distribution of customers across industries has remained fairly consistent with the previous year. 

However, of note is the reduction in customers involved in Fishing, where for this period was not the 

major enterprise for any customer.  We have attended general meetings with Fishers and related 

organisations. 

 

Figure 5. Clients Number per Primary Enterprise type, 1 July 2011 – 30 June 2012 
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Significant and Priority RFCS WA Service Issues 

 

How RFCSWA dealt with the significant seasonal and industry conditions 

RFCSWA continued to utilise business planning concepts as a framework to guide engagement with 

customers. This approach provides customers both a focus into the future as well as insight into 

their current situation. This implicitly encourages the focus around creating realistic solutions by 

customers. 

In response to the number of customers with situations of increased complexity, RFCS WA 

encourages and supports increased productivity from the team through the provision of good 

technology and high level professional development.  The CEO and RFC team meet weekly on 

teleconference and quarterly in person for professional development, allowing regular contact that 

enhances team identification and discussion of key issues, with expertise to be brought to any 

particular difficulty.  This is increasingly a highly qualified and experienced team. 

The availability and use of legal comment and case management support also contributes to the 

management of an increased complexity of cases within good governance structures, in an efficient 

manner and with improved customer outcomes. 

The lack of sales for the majority of properties in WA increased the stress on customers who still 

needed to attempt sale of their property, and where no sale occurred they experienced having to 

remain on their properties (as lenders preferred to not have “vacant possession” of farmland), with 

finance unavailable and inadequate cash-flow for any real farming.  It is easy to lose focus or energy 

amongst such stress and the team is to be congratulated on remaining professional with a focus of 

assisting customers regain focus and create solutions forward.  The business planning framework 

contributes to clarity and focus. 

Engagement with the Farm Planning Workshops 

Of significance in the agricultural landscape, the “Farm Planning Workshops” that DAFWA developed 

and rolled out (as the second year of the pilot of drought reform measures in partnership with the 

Australian government) provided facilitated learning around good business planning principles.   This 

fits readily with the approach that RFCS WA takes in using a business planning framework to guide 

engagement with customers.  A number of participants gained an awareness of indicators suggesting 

their financial and business problems, prompting them to engage with RFCS WA.   
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Operational issues 

Distance 

 

Distance continues to be a challenge servicing a State as large as WA with a total of 6.4 full-time 

equivalent (FTE) Rural Financial Counsellors.  The challenge has two facets. One is the operational 

challenge of servicing the regions physically, with related travel, costs and lack of local resources.  

The second is the common perception, which influences policy-making expressed as “really WA is 

largely remote and has only a small area that is farmed/inhabited land”.  It is hard to convey that 

while relative truth exists in the statement, due to the very large size of WA the agricultural area is 

correspondingly very large (the Southern agricultural region in WA is greater than all of Victoria) and 

that agricultural businesses also exist remote of this agricultural region.  RFCS WA has customers in 

these remote areas, from Broome to Esperance, some of whom are from minority groups that are 

recognised by DAFF as an important target group for the service.  RFCS WA services the whole of this 

very large state. 

Customer demand and low RFC FTE across the state results in RFCs covering more than one region.  

This is continually reviewed to balance the tensions between the efficiency of an RFC servicing a 

single locality; the effectiveness of the Service in meeting geographically diverse and fluctuating 

critical demand; and the physical capacity of RFCs. 

To effectively cover this geographical area and demand, RFCS WA utilised a combination of 6 part 

time and 4 full time positions.  While this is resource intensive for training and equipment it has 

gains in geographical spread of RFC’s and reduced travel times.  Additionally there is an increase in 

team skills and knowledge, networks and experience, which increases the team’s expertise, 

resilience and flexibility.  The total quantity of work-related stress for part time RFCs is also reduced. 

Non English Speaking customers  
 

Carnarvon has significant non-english speaking customers in the horticulture industry.  Andrew Grist 

initially established our credibility within the industry which has continued to develop with Kate 

Keamy now working in the area.  Both Andrew and Kate have dealt with the language issues by 

accessing professional translators and at other times using the customer/family’s resources to 

determine a suitable strategy.   
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RFCS WA 2011/12 in Review 

RFCSWA Major education/training activities 2011/12 

RFCS WA conducts quarterly professional development and education workshops. 

The professional development of rural financial counselors in 2011/12 has included: 

 Business Planning Framework 

 Counselling skills and frameworks (Graham Guest, psychologist) 

 ASIC requirements (Ian Macdonald, lawyer) 

 Benchmarking, business viability, financial tools (Rob Sands) 

 Succession planning  

 Listening and questioning awareness and strategies and crafting optimal outcomes (Pat 

Linden, psychologist) 

 Promotion and marketing for RFCs  

 

RFCS WA Communications Policy 

The objective of the communications policy is to facilitate communications that further the purpose 

of the organisation. All communications should promote the values of the organisation in a 

consistent and effective way. 

 

In particular, the communications plan has the following objectives: 

 To promote RFCS WA as a high quality, confidential, independent, free, professional, 
informed, integrated, accessible, responsive and accountable rural financial counselling 
service 

 To promote community awareness of industry trends and issues being faced by rural 
Australia and particularly those issues affecting the RFCS WA customer sector 

 To provide messages that both identify the issues and the relevant solution sets available to 
customers 

Target Audience 

Communication methods were tailored to suit the target audience including: 
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 Internal Stakeholders 

 Rural Financial Counsellors 

 RFCS WA Board 

 Chief Executive Officer and administrative staff  

 

Funding Bodies 

 Department of Agriculture, Fisheries and Forestry 

 Department of Agriculture and Food WA 

 

Partners  

 Primary producers, fishers, small rural businesses 

 
Stakeholders  

 Rural industry bodies 

 Local government 

 Financial Institutions 

 Professional bodies including Agricultural consultants and Accountants 

 Government and non-government service providers 

 Media 

Internal Communications 

Due to the de-centralised location of staff, it is vital to maintain effective communications between 

internal stakeholders.  

Internal communications include: 

 Regular participation at teleconference meetings (weekly) and in-service training sessions 
for staff  (quarterly) 

 Attendance of the Chair to part of the rural financial counsellor professional development 
sessions 

 Regular communication between the CEO and all staff regarding customer/case issues and 
current trends/issues, via phone, email, and in person 

 The availability of the Chief Executive Officer at all times, to receive feedback 

 Opportunity for yearly contact between staff, management and board 

 Participation and involvement of staff members in setting the strategic objectives and 
planning for the organisation 
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2011/12 Promotion/marketing: 

 Regional and community forums – dry season forums, field days, Farm Resilience workshops 

 ABC Country Hour, Statewide 

 Fortnightly radio interviews, country radio 

 Meetings with State government, Minister; industry group leaders 

 Inclusions of RFCS WA posters and brochures at all Farm Business Resilience workshops, and 

invitations for RFCs to attend finance and strategic planning modules, to assist customer to 

go further with the process 

 State meetings of rural managers/staff of RABO, ANZ, Bankwest, REIWA, DAFWA and 

Agribusiness and referral opportunity – increased credibility of the service  

 Monthly eNewsletters featuring relevant articles written by Rural Financial Counsellors and 

CEO with information regarding current support and policy news. 

 News articles and Advertising editorial features in rural press 

 Distribution of RFCS WA contacts in local publications 

 

 

 

 
  

CEO Chris Wheatcroft and RFC Mandy McLean 
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RFCS WA Staff 

Chris Wheatcroft – Chief Executive Officer 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Rural Financial Counsellors 

Sonya Harcourt Smith 

 

 

 

  

Chris has an extensive range of skills and experience across business and 

organisational management, sustainable development and 

coaching/counselling of individuals and teams - reflecting his core interest in 

resolving individual, community and agricultural challenges.  

Along with specific skills development in facilitation, leadership and 

negotiation, he has seven years of tertiary studies across these areas.  He is 

currently the CEO of the North East Farming Futures Group Inc (NEFF) and 

the Rural Financial Counselling Service WA (RFCS WA), where his initial role 

was to create the NEFF organisation and to reinvigorate a failing RFCS WA. 

He was linked to farming as a 5th generation farmer and farmed until his late 

20's. He has also worked as a Rural Financial Counsellor and as a 

Teacher/Assessor of Diploma courses including financial counselling with the 

University of Ballarat. 

Chris’s 7 years of Tertiary studies include B/A Sustainable Development 

(Murdoch, understanding and integrating economic, social and 

environmental factors), Grad Dip Counselling (Notre Dame), Dip Community 

Services (University Ballarat), Workplace Training and Assessment Cert IV,  

Graduate Australian Institute of Company Directors (GAICD) plus 2 yrs of a 

B/A in psychology/philosophy (UWA) and MBA studies. 

His was also a single father to five daughters for a decade. 

 

 

 

Sonya holds a Bachelor of Business degree in Agribusiness and has 16 

years of farm business experience as a managing partner in her family 

farm business in the Central Great Southern.  

She has previous experience in a wide range of accounting and finance 

roles.  She has particular interest in business planning and analysis and 

has extended her skills in this field of agricultural business management.   
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Merrie Carlshausen 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Graeme Chopping 

 

 

 

 

 

 

John Dymond 

 

 

 

 

  

Graeme’s education background includes a Diploma of Business 

Management, tertiary studies in Business at Monash and Cert IV in 

finance broking.  

He has experience as a business banker in rural communities across 

the wheatbelt, as well as corporate customers in Perth.  The analysis 

and knowledge from his banking background provides a useful 

understanding of RFCS WA customers’ experiences and the financial 

imperatives that underpin their business.  

John’s achievements include having been a Senior lecturer at 

Curtin University (Muresk Campus) specialising in Farm Business 

Management, Organisational Structures and Strategic Planning.  

He has also been leader of Team of Advisors to the aboriginal 

communities of Nangawilli (Wiluna) and Dampier Peninsula.  He 

has developed Progression Planning approaches for Wheatbelt 

Men’s Health to facilitate smoother transitions for farming 

families. 

John is the Owner/Manager of a productive mixed farm and 

business in the Avon Valley that pioneered a commercial Wiltshire 

Horn sheep production system.  His formal Education includes 

M/A (Public Policy), B/Bus. (Agric), B/A, Assoc Dip (Ag). 

 

Merrie has 25 years of experience and training in business and strategic 

planning, succession and financial planning.  She has managed community, 

health, youth and agricultural projects which has developed her breadth of 

experience and perceptions that she brings to her Rural Financial Counsellor 

work. 

Over the last 30 years Merrie has been involved in her large family farming 

business and has run a private counselling practice – applying her passion for 

sustainable agriculture and families, youth and communities. 
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Fleur Grieve 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Andrew Grist 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Kate Martin 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

Andrew has a Bachelor of Business, CPA qualification and further 

qualifications as Marine Engine Driver Grade 3 (WA) and a Skippers 

“Masters 5 (WA)”.  

He has a rural property at Lowlands in the Great Southern.   

His previous work includes with the Aboriginal Legal Service, 

Director with Southern Forests, and a Skipper owner of Rottnest 

Yacht Charters.  The diversity of knowledge, skills and experience 

enables Andrew to apply good business analysis across a diverse 

range of customer businesses. 

Fleur has extensive experience with broad acre farming business on 

her family farm north of Geraldton, and established and manages a 

farm tourism venture on the property.  She has experience in 

community engagement around rural management and NRM issues.  

Currently Fleur is a participant in the national Climate Champion 

programme. 

Fleur has a Bachelor of Applied Science.  Her background in 

agriculture, rural communities and change management contributes 

to the RFCS WA team.   

Kate completed a Bachelor of Education and then training and assessing 

qualifications.  Her career has centered around training and education and 

then Operations management (strategic planning and implementation of 

business plans) in the workplace. 

Her background in education and strategic and business planning brings 

skills in assisting customers to identify ways forward for them and their 

business. 
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RFCS WA Rural Financial Counsellors’ Reports 

Merrie Carlshausen  

Area covered by this report: Northern and Central Wheatbelt of WA 

Major focus of activity within the reporting period:  

 Assisting farmers to conduct a situational analysis, ie a clear view their personal and 
business situation and the potential future direction and options. 

 Supporting farming businesses to identify and decide their best options to progress their 
situation. 

 Supporting farming families to adjust to change and new situations in their lives. 
 

New or unusual activities/trends within the reporting period: 

 Stress load for some farming families remains high. 

 Increased concerns about how the banks will respond to the continuing agricultural situation. 

 The cost of educating of children past year 6 is a worsening situation.  In regional WA many 
schools have less students and less educational pathways.  Boarding school is an expensive 
option.  Families take the option of Mothers leaving the farm to move to a centre to educate 
their children, so the Father has less farming, business and emotional support. 

 A few unusually early ‘clearing sales.’ Indicating the farmer will not be farming next year 
even though they still have ownership of the land. 

 

Counsellor’s views about what might happen in their area over the next 12 months:  

I could anticipate the banks will carry out the ‘threats’ they have been articulating for the last 2 years 
and foreclose on a number of properties. 

Community events or promotional activities undertaken by the counsellor or office within the 

reporting period:  

Talking with local banks; consultants; agribusiness; talking with growers at grower group events. 

Customer outcomes, including adjustment, within or outside agriculture: 

 All customers have assessed their situation and are making decisions based on the reality of 
their circumstances and are progressing their business situation 

 six customers have adjusted out of agriculture smoothly. They took up training opportunities 
and development and have permanent employment out of agriculture, or have managed 
their future security with a combination of strategies. 

 six customers have found income supplementation whilst awaiting farm sales. 

 four customers are progressing their business and family succession situation. 
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Graeme Chopping  

Area covered by this report: South West, Great Southern and portion of pastoral region. 

Producers covered include: broadacre farming; beef; sheep/wool; dairy & horticulture. 

Major focus of activity within the reporting period: 

Engaging customers within the Business Planning Framework, specifically customers suffering 

financial distress following prolonged adverse conditions for commodities combined with adverse 

seasonal conditions; Participation within the Building Farm Resillience Program to assist with 

development of strategic plans and drought preparedness activities. 

New or unusual activities/trends within the reporting period: 

One recently arrived lender attempting a withdrawal strategy from WA placing pressure on some 

customers. 

Dairy industry continues to struggle under the milk supply war and price paid by wholesalers. 

Banks starting to show their hands on strategies towards financially troubled customers and the 

direction/actions taken with these groups. 

Counsellor’s views about what might happen in their area over the next 12 months: 

Financial pressure is the greatest threat to customers. After prolonged period of deteriorating 

conditions lenders are at the crossroads of what is the best course of action to take.  Actions vary 

from foreclosure and forced sales to debt restructuring and waiver. This will likely lead to a 

reduction in overall land asset values and a reassessment of the way forward for farmers and small 

rural businesses. 

Dairy industry looks to be settling down to acceptable prices, but producers continue to struggle as 

they attempt significant restructure/modernisation costs. 

Live export producers are uncertain of the future for both sheep & cattle. It may be a cyclic problem, 

but the cycles appear to be getting more serious. 

Community events or promotional activities undertaken by the counsellor or office within the 

reporting period: 

Building Farm Resilience Program to help with handling adverse seasons. 

Customer outcomes, including adjustment, within or outside agriculture: 

Debt restructure/forgivance on the part of some lenders. Forced recovery on the part of other 

lenders.  Attempted sale by a significant portion of customer base with minimal interest shown to 

date by prospective buyers.  Some customers wish to leave agriculture but have limited options 

going forward while feeling stuck with property assets hard to sell. 
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John Dymond  

Area covered in this report 

While I am based between Northam and York and have some local customers, because I am willing 

to travel I have a lot of more distant customers.  I have pastoral customers from north of Carnarvon 

to Mt Magnet, Meekatharra and Leonora.  I have a group of farming customers around Salmon 

Gums and others to the north and west of Hyden. 

Major focus of activities 

The major focus of my activities over the last year has been helping customers negotiate reasonable 

outcomes with banks.  Despite a generally better rainfall year in 2011, I seem to have fewer 

customers who can restructure their business, reduce debt and become viable.  

New trends within the reporting period 

Many farmers have reached a stage at which even a good year will not save their businesses. 

Interest payable on debt has become too great.  In more normal times these farmers would adjust 

out of the industry with a reasonable level of equity, but now because the demand for farmland is so 

weak and banks appear reluctant to fund unviable customers 2012/13 these farmers are going to be 

left in a very difficult position. They may have to remain on their farms until their equity has gone 

and then hand the property to the bank in the hope that the bank will accept it as full and final 

payment of debt. 

View of next 12 months 

There are likely to be farmers stuck in a position where they cannot farm and they cannot move on. 

This, I suspect, will lead to or exacerbate mental depression.  At some point the market will begin to 

move but likely at a substantial discount to presently assumed land values. This would undermine 

the equity positions of presently viable farmers, as will an increase in the risk margins on interest 

rates. 

Promotional activities 

I have taken on very little promotional activity this year, as work with customers has taken my time. 

The number of customers I have seems to be increasing steadily.  I think ‘word of mouth’ may be 

spreading the message about the RFCS. 

Customer outcomes 

I have a few customers who have been able to restructure, reduce debt and continue on the 

business. The great majority, however, are trying to find a way through difficult positions either by 

sale of assets or negotiating with banks to get continued financial support or to get debt written off 

to allow refinancing with another bank. 
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Sonya Harcourt Smith 

Region:  Central Great Southern 

Major focus of activity: 

 Supporting customers to set goals for themselves and their business. 

 Identifying weak points within the business and assist to improve skills to address the 
weakness.   

 Customers with low equity are continuing to market property.  There have been very few 
sales - this reflects the current market weakness. 

 Business Planning with a focus regaining control of management within the business, or 
controlling the exit strategy where exiting proves to be the best option  

New or unusual activities and trends: 

 Emphasis on helping customers to increase management skills within their business.   

 Working with families to plan toward their goals and assist in achieving those plans. 

Counsellor’s view about what might happen in their area over the next 12 months: 

 Ongoing support in assisting farmers to analyse their business situation. 

 Significant amount of land being marketed may impact on ability to exit.   This may lead to 
more families living in a caretaker capacity on their land. 

Community events or promotional activities undertaken by the counselor: 

 Presentation at women’s day in Lake Varley 

 Visits to local agribusiness managers 

 Contact with Centrelink officers that service this area 

 Attending field days  

Customer outcomes, including adjustment, within or outside agriculture: 

 A number of customers have made the significant improvement to their financial 
management skills and are now working on farm budgets and actual cashflow recording 

 Several customers have increased their business management capacity through training. 

 Most customers are more actively engaged with their banks than previously. 

 All customers have a more proactive approach to planning and decision making. 
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Andrew Grist  

Region:  Great Southern, South West, Carnarvon region, some pastoralists. 
 
Major focus of activity within the reporting period:           
Servicing customers using Business Planning Framework to assist regaining focus, creating solutions 

New or unusual activities/trends within the reporting period: 
Wine industry oversupply/adjustment; transport industry - tight margins; wool-sheep-cattle prices 
falling – the turmoil in the export industry having a major impact; Gunns Timber company in 
administration – flow on from farmers leasing arrangements and businesses in industry. 
 
Counsellor’s views about what might happen in their area over the next 12 months: 
East of Jerramungup experiencing dry conditions. Continuing hard times for the wine industry and 
the blue gum Industry – Gunns recent downfall and related industries struggling to survive.  Exiting 
of some transport operators; pressure on cattle and sheep prices. Small businesses in small towns 
struggling to survive with cut back in expenditure by farmers. Slow farm sales. 
 
Community events or promotional activities undertaken by the counsellor or office within the 
reporting period:  Attending Centrelink bus in Wellstead and Rockygully; Radio interviews; RFCSWA 
brochures and business cards in communities in Great Southern area. 
 
Customer outcomes, including adjustment, within or outside agriculture: 
Support several farmers to exit and help with stresses involved with creditors and banks to give time 

for farmers to exit in a timely manner, settle debts and keep some assets. 

Assisting three farmer’s voluntary handing back farms with 2 exit grants paid.  Farmers walked away 

with funds to restart lives and banks carried remaining debt. Farmers are now working in mining 

industry or retraining. 

Support, referrals and assistance to a number of farmers contemplating suicide. 

Enabled two customers to subdivide properties to payout creditors and banks, and keep home block.  

Assist pastoralists with business planning, government assistance and negotiating with lenders. 

Assisted a dairy farmer to exit, negotiate with bank, and gain employment in Queensland to manage 

a dairy. 

Helped many customers restructure business or farm, to become more efficient and cost effective, 

concentrate on value adding and reducing risk. Business planning for regained focus and 

communications with banks to enable continued finance and restructure in a timely manner.   

Many customers are now involved with debt mediation, crisis management to enable a timely sale 

of properties and restart lives. 

Support and assistance for small town businesses with creditors, cashflow issues and way forward. 
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Kate Keamy 

Region:  Central West, North Midlands and Carnarvon Region 
 
Major focus of activity within the reporting period:           

 Business Planning 

 Financial and Enterprise Analyses 

 Debt Restructure  

 Bank Meditation 

 Referral to Government training programs or financial assistance 
 
New or unusual activities/trends within the reporting period: 
Sheep producers have been significantly affected by the drop in the market, not only effecting this 

year’s financial performance but adjustments in values for farm equity.  

Small business and transport services seem to be operating on small margins and are carrying 

significant long term debts from growers. 

Deferred payments and agent finance facilities are being used by growers to support tight cashflow 

businesses often with low equity.  

Properties with poor qualities have been listed for sale for a number of years and with continued 

reductions in the asking price are still not able to attract buyers.  

 
Counsellor’s views about what might happen in their area over the next 12 months: 
Farmers who have not been able to achieve debt reduction over the past few years may be forced by 
the lending institutions to restructure or exit the industry; Farmers have indicated that they will be 
looking at second tier lending institutions to fund further crops if they choose to stay in the industry; 
Reduction in livestock numbers; Continued use of deferred payment options 
 
Community events or promotional activities undertaken by the counsellor or office within the 
reporting period: 
ABC Radio interviews; RFCSWA brochures and business cards in communities in my region 
Attended community family fun day on Carnarvon; Attended Liebe and West Midland grower group 
events throughout the year;  Regularly in contact with banks and local accountants 
 
Customer outcomes, including adjustment, within or outside agriculture: 
Overall my customers have been working throughout the year on getting clarity around their vision 

for their business in the future. This vision has then become the driver of my customers’ planning for 

the future.  Customers who have decided to continue farming have made significant adjustments 

within their business to improve their profitability.  My customers have been attending professional 

development courses like the Farm Business Planning Workshops to increase their business and 

financial knowledge so they feel empowered to make informed decision. A number of customers 

have successfully re-established outside of agriculture. I have supported customers in their 

negotiations with their Banks to develop clear a path forward.  
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Amanda McLean 

Region: Based in Beverley, and covering customers in the Central Wheatbelt area, and extending 
into the Eastern Wheatbelt.   

Major focus of activity within the reporting period: 

 Guiding customers through a business planning framework; enabling awareness of the 
customer of their situation and focusing on options for the future; supporting customers 
through significant business adjustment and change. 

 Increasing customers’ understanding and knowledge of their financial position, and to 
increase the customers’ skill level in financial management and decision making. 

 To support customers as they exited the agriculture industry, while maintaining control of 
their business affairs and choices for the future.  
 

New or unusual activities/trends within the reporting period: 

 Limited opportunities existed for businesses to sell land and exit the industry. Equity levels in 
businesses were negatively impacted by decreasing land values, along with poor results at 
machinery clearing sales.  Strong livestock prices earlier in the year had a positive impact, 
but in many cases were only a small percentage of total asset value. 

 Following the very poor seasonal conditions in 2010, good yields in 2011 had little impact for 
many customers. Poor grain prices and adverse weather at harvest had some negative 
impact. The overriding issue for customers however is the impact of high debt, with 
customers being unable to comfortably service interest costs on a year in, year out basis. 

 Difficulty and delays in obtaining seasonal finance from banks and other creditors.  

 Poor planning for farm business succession continues to place pressure on business viability 
and family relationships. 
 

Counsellor’s views about what might happen in their area over the next 12 months: 

 2012 has proved to be another difficult year due to the dry conditions.  This may be partially 
offset by higher grain prices. 

 It is anticipated it will be difficult to sell farming properties and exit the agricultural industry 
or reduce business debt.  For those businesses that do achieve a farm sale, it is likely to be at 
reduced values. For many other businesses, preservation of equity will be a focus, with many 
business owners needing to find alternate work to meet interest and living costs. 

 Banks may put pressure on businesses to strengthen their financial ratios, by requiring debt 
reduction through asset sales. 

 Businesses are still likely to be faced with business succession pressures. Successful 
succession may be threatened by lack of access to additional capital for retirement. Division 
of business assets will place pressure on already financially vulnerable businesses. 

  

Community events or promotional activities undertaken by the counsellor or office within the 
reporting period: 

 Radio interviews promoting the service. 

 Attendance at DAFWA Farm Planning Workshops 

 Attendance at the Dowerin Field Day, and local community events. 

 Meetings with all the major banks participating in WA Agribusiness. 
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 Articles for RFCSWA newsletter 
 

Customer outcomes, including adjustment, within or outside agriculture: 

 Ongoing support to customers as they engage in business planning, focusing on business 
adjustment or industry exit. 

 Ongoing support of customers to improve bank relationships and creditor negotiations 

 three customers received the Federal Government Drought Pilot Exit Grant. 

 one customer voluntarily relinquished their farming property to the bank, and have re-
established outside of agriculture. 

 two customers have successfully sold property. 

 A number of customers have listed property for sale. 
 

 

Chris Wyhoon 

Region:  Eastern Wheatbelt with the provincial town of Merredin being the ‘epi-centre’ and 

stretching 200 km in all directions, including  Beacon/Mukinbudin (north), Southern Cross/Bodallin 

(east), Hyden/Narembeen (south); and Central Western Wheatbelt areas such as York and surrounds; 

An hour radius of Perth servicing a few customers that specialise in horticultural, intensive 

agriculture, and city-based pastoralists 

Major focus of activity within the reporting  period:  

 Business planning 

 Creditor mediation 

 Cash-flow & viability analysis 

 Adjustment out of farm and rural business ownership 

 

New or unusual activities/trends  within the reporting period:  

 Financial Institutions wanting to reduce their overall historical risk exposure to agriculture in 
the long-term. 

 Inconsistent service delivery from banks resulting in increased angst for customers 

 Mortgagee-in-possession sales and increasing numbers of ‘expressions of interest’ pricing 
policy on property sales to gauge market value and scale of readjustment. 

 Increasing number of farmers operating in that 30-50% equity range, with a large and 
increasing degree of tolerance for 65-75% equity by lenders, especially for those borrowers 
with sufficient capacity to service debt. 
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Counsellor’s views about what might happen in their area over the next 12 months:  

 Tension between desired property value to balance bank’s security and falling land prices 
and the requirement for capital for continued business operations 

 A driver from rural lending institutions to substantially reduce debt, which will inhibit ability 
to farmers to continue historical levels of activity 

 A continued fall in farm property prices which will exert pressure on customers to increase 
their equity levels, either through business restructuring or adjustment out of the industry. 

 The increasing difficulty in gaining operational finance going forward 

 Increased entrapment between a desire to exit the industry with the reality of little 
competition for farmland and/or significant revaluations. 

 

Community events or promotional activities undertaken by the counsellor or office within the 

reporting period: 

Farm Debt Roundtable in Brisbane, Managing Stress for Farmers workshops, Drought Pilot Farm 

Business Resilience workshops, Various industry field days; AAAC Annual Outlook seminar. 

 

Customer outcomes, including adjustment, within or outside agriculture:  

 Adjustment out of agriculture/rural business – eight customers 

 Debt reductions, combined with less bank pressure – approximately fifteen customers, who 
managed to restructure 

 Banks absorbing some losses 

  

RFC’s John Dymond, Sonya Harcourt Smith and Graeme Chopping 
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Compliance Statement 

 

Rural Financial Counselling Service of Western Australia certifies that the funding has been acquitted 

in accordance with the Deed of Grant for the 2011/12 financial year, and the funding has been used 

only for providing the services as specified in the Deed of Grant unless otherwise agreed by the 

Commonwealth. 

 

 

 

 

Julian Krieg 

Chair of Board 

Rural Financial Counselling Service of WA 

Chris Wheatcroft 

CEO 

Rural Financial Counselling Service of WA 

 
































