
Rural communities are refusing to yield to the pressures of drought. In the midst of record breaking dry 
conditions, they are employing a variety of strategies to keep business ticking over, welcoming home the 

next generation and readily accessing mental health support when it’s needed.
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s the tractor grumbles to life in the hay shed on "Rayleigh", 
a Hereford cow roughly four kilometres away lifts her head 
to the sound. The white faces of the mob all turn to face the 

low, distant hum of hay being loaded onto the ute. Ears pricked and 
stomping the bare dirt beneath their hooves, they begin to call out. 
The shiny red summer coats ripple over a solid layer of muscle and 
fat – these animals almost look out of place in the drought struck 
landscape on the plains west of Burren Junction in Northern NSW. 
Cracks in the soil run deep and jagged; the earth is yawning open 
and begging the skies for rain. When the cows catch sight of the 
white Landcruiser ute throwing up dust on the horizon, they break 
into a trot and start bellowing out to the young blonde woman 
behind the wheel. 

Sarah Holcombe is a fifth generation farmer on Rayleigh. She 
comes from a long line of men and women who have been rolling up 
their sleeves and getting on with the job of bringing farms through 
drought for over a century. As unsettling as the land may look to the 
uninitiated, for a local it is just part of life here. Sarah throws the ute 
into idle and jumps up onto the tray. She starts spreading hay with 
the rhythm of someone who has done this countless times before 
and with a force unexpected of such a slight build. With each biscuit 
to hit the ground, a few more cows drop their heads and fall away 
from the pack tailing the ute. She slides the last bit of lucerne off the 
end of the tray and then jumps down to pull up the ute. 

“There you go, girls,” Sarah says, fondly scratching the ears of the 
closest stud cow. “We do have days when it gets a bit much. As 
humans I think we like to feel like we are working toward something, 
and with a drought the sheer repetitiveness of jobs and the lack of 
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an end date can really distort this. But then there are other days, when 
you see a cow with her calf, they’re in with the bull again, they’re 
looking healthy and you can see that progress. It’s these moments 
when you see why you’re working hard and what you’re working 
towards that give you strength.”

While the circumstances are certainly less than ideal, Sarah is 
totally in her element. She is completely at ease on the feeding run 
or swinging up into the tractor cab to load hay, but just a few months 
earlier she was working as a physiotherapist in an air-conditioned 
clinic in regional Queensland. After taking leave without pay to help 
out at home temporarily, she then made the decision to return to the 
family farm on a more permanent basis. 

“When I saw how bad it was, I had a chat to Mum and Dad and 
we decided there certainly was room for a whole extra role trying to 
manage everything,” she says. “To be completely honest, it’s not where 
I expected to be at this stage in my life. Mum and Dad always worked 
really hard to provide us with a great education and opportunities 
to do whatever we wanted, so I probably felt like I needed to try 
something different for a while. But my heart was always here, and 
there is just something about the lifestyle that I love. I think it’s sort 
of ingrained in me – a love for animals and being outside and even 
for the land itself.”

Sarah’s decision to return home gave her parents, Robyn and Jeff 
a much needed boost in the midst of a gruelling two year period of 
feeding livestock. With just 140 ml, for the year it’s on track to be the 
driest on record for Rayleigh. They’ve had just a fraction of the average 
500 ml rainfall for the area, but the family owned mixed farming 
operation, including stud cattle, Merino sheep and cropping has 
found strength in diversity. They use their cropping systems to prepare 
for drought, heading into the current dry period with an astounding 
2,000 square bales and a couple of thousand tonnes of surplus grain 
collected over the years. They never imagined they would use all their 
reserves, but after the first 12 months they began buying fodder. 

Incredibly, the Holcombes have not destocked and are still 
determined to hit the ground running when it breaks. 

“Drought is very much a part of our lives,” Robyn says, the green 
lawn and gardens out the kitchen window behind her acting as a 
buffer against the dry palette beyond. “We expect to have them, but 
not as much as this. We’ve had about one and half good seasons in 
the last seven. There is over 60 years of breeding and careful selection 
that has gone into both our sheep and cattle herds. This means our 
stock are hardy, consistent in type and well adapted to the conditions 
out here. If we were to sell out, this would be something that would 
be very hard to buy back – particularly within our cattle and bull  
breeding operation.”

Out of necessity, Robyn and Jeff have developed a masterful business 
approach to riding out the weather extremes. Carefully developed food 
rations help meet the nutritional needs of their sheep and cattle in 
the most efficient way possible. Robyn is regularly consulting various 
outside professionals, such as animal nutritionists, local land service 
veterinarians and feed merchants to source fodder at competitive 
prices, develop balanced rations and ensure good animal health in 
all enterprises. She’s also made sure they’ve accessed government 
support where possible, exhausting the $30,000 freight subsidy 
trucking in hay from South Australia. Their strategies for drought 
proofing begin years in advance. In every big season, Robyn and 
Jeff have invested in drought proofing measures, including large hay 
reserves stored in a paddock under hay caps, specially lined bunkers 
and silos to store surplus grain, a diverse property portfolio and farm  
management deposits. 

“We need to still be here at the end of this and hit the ground 
running,” Robyn says. “This drought we’ve all learnt a lot - because of 

the length of it,it is quite unprecedented, but we’re actually still in full 
production and we’re doing it well.”

Rattling along in the ute, Sarah is running through the feeding 
routine on her fingers. Sheep are fed grain Monday, Wednesdays and 
Fridays and hand fed hay on Thursdays and Sundays. Cattle are fed 
mixed rations of paddock nut, cotton seed, chaffed up hay, almond 
hulls on Mondays and Fridays, hay on Wednesdays and Sundays. The 
young bulls are on a no grain ration and hay as much as they need. 
And there are 18 poddy lambs being hand fed morning and night at 
the homestead. 

“A lot of what we see in the media makes us look like we’re not 
very smart and we don’t run viable businesses, but it's actually a really 
viable business and we are thinking to the future years in advance 
– but people probably don’t realise this,” Sarah explains. "Ultimately 
having happy, healthy animals and healthy ecosystems means that we 
have more ability to make money. The more productive our land and 
animals are, the more viable our business is going to be. So we take all 
measures to ensure animal health, particularly in times of drought.”

Sarah and her younger sister, Anna, who works at a livestock 
marketing firm based out of Sydney, head off after lunch to feed two 
large mobs of sheep at the back of Rayleigh. The ewes have lambs 
at foot and are even more enthusiastic about the feed than the stud 
cows. Having two on the job lightens the mood and makes the time 
slip quickly by. Back at the hay shed, the sheep are circling and calling 
out, hoping that this time it’s their turn. A dry, hopeless wind whines 
across the desolate plains and as hundreds of expectant faces surround 
the shed, it becomes painfully clear just how much is at stake. Even 
with the best possible handling and a life time of experience, a 
drought by its very nature exacts a toll on the animals and the people 
who care for them. 

“I think our family is pretty good at being realistic, but also 
optimistic,” Sarah says. “We know it is going to rain again and every 
day it’s getting closer, so you still feel like you’re working towards 
something. But it can wear you down, and having me home has 
allowed for everyone to have a bit of a mental health break.”

An awareness of mental health is becoming increasingly common on 
the land. People from all sectors of rural communities are beginning to 
take a more proactive approach, while also breaking down boundaries 
that once existed around accessing support. Clinical psychologist 
Malinda Newton has been a driving force behind this transition, 
bringing support via video link into the back paddocks of some of 
the most remote properties in Australia. Originally growing up on 
a mixed livestock and farming property north of Narrabri, Malinda 
decided early on that she wanted to bring her practice back to the 
bush and use her background to better connect with rural clients. 

With her parents still running the family property she grew up 
on, Malinda is well acquainted with the current drought situation, 
while also being well versed in the longer term challenges and 
deeply ingrained attitudes found in rural areas. She is based part 
time in Narrabri for face to face sessions, but conducts most of her 
appointments via Skype to better accommodate clients who live 
remotely and experience time constraints that come with running  
a farm. 

“We’ve had Skype sessions where people take an hour out of the 
sheep yards; we’ve had Skype sessions in the back of a ute, on the 
back verandah with the dogs and the chickens,” Malinda explains. 
“It doesn’t have to be this massive deal where you have to put your 
best town clothes on or you have to be seated at a desk or anything 
like that. In our experience the sessions work really well - the only 
time we do have difficulty is when we’ve got poor internet or mobile 
reception connection, but we seem to have always found a way around 
it. Typically people are a little hesitant or can sometimes find the idea 
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of a Skype session a little bit daunting to start off with, but within 
the first couple of minutes of that first appointment they feel quite 
comfortable and we ease into the session.”

Psychology sessions over video link are changing the mental health 
landscape in rural areas by affording people the opportunity to seek 
help and treatment that they wouldn’t otherwise have. Recent changes 
to the Medicare scheme now mean psychological support is also more 
affordable then ever, with people in remote areas now able to claim 
the full rebate for ten video link sessions per calendar year, without the 
need for an initial face to face consult. They must still have a referral 
from their GP or psychiatrist along with a mental health care plan to 
access the rebate, which amounts to $124.50 per session. 

“When you notice you’re not handling things as well as you might 
have been previously or that you’re not enjoying things as much as 
you had previously done,” Malinda explains, “you might find that you 
can’t shut off intrusive thoughts or that there is a constant carousel of 
thoughts going around and around. Being on edge all the time, quick 
to yell at the kids, really irritated or a pressing sadness that sits on our 
chest ... That's when you need to reach out and say, ‘I’m not doing so 
well; what can we do about this?’ You might also notice these changes 
within another person, and at that point you can give us a call if you’re 
unsure about what to do, and we can talk you through that.”

While droughts can result in forms of situational anxiety or 
depression, Malinda believes mental health should be seen in a more 
long term and holistic light. 

“Mental health was here and we were experiencing mental health 
difficulties before the drought, and we will continue to experience 
them after the drought as well,” she says. “There is still so much stigma 
around the words mental health; people think they should just be able 
to get on with it, suck it up and move past it. But it needs to be seen 
as physical health; it should just come under the category of ‘health’. 
When we experience any symptoms that are out of character or make 
us feel a bit off, we should do something about it.”

Another important source of support during times of drought is 
local community. The Holcombe family have found community spirit 
to be an important part of looking after themselves. 

“Our family is big on community, and it helps us stay positive,” Sarah 
explains. “Around Walgett there is an effort to put on a great social 
calendar, and people get amongst it. And it’s not just the people on 
the land; it’s also the small businesses that are impacted, because they 
don’t get a lot of government support. The local bakery, the gift shop 
and chemist are really important things to have to maintain quality 
of life, and we really try to continue to support them. At one stage a 
charity sent a pre-paid visa card to us - and that’s great, because we 
can spend that money locally and pass on some of the benefits.”

While the community continues to try and support local business, a 
slow down in trade is inevitable. Bernadette Onus has worked across a 
variety of small rural businesses for the last decade in her home town 
of Narrabri. From dress shops to the chemist, a real estate agency and 
now at the local agricultural supplies store - she has seen the wide 
ranging effects of drought. 

“Rural businesses who support farmers and rural townships certainly 
also get caught up in the downward spiral during these dry times,” she 
explains, crossing the floor of the feed storage shed. “Trade can slow 
down immensely, and it does affect the growth of businesses and their 
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ability to employ locals. The best we can do is keep our customers 
informed with upcoming price rises and to keep trying to source the 
most affordable product. If you are up front and honest, there’s not 
much more you can do.”

Bernadette believes the future is still bright for regional towns. 
“We all tend to work together and help one another in these dry 

times,” she says. “I think everyone realises the viability of small 
businesses is a prerequisite to the future vitality of many rural areas. I 
also think it’s a promising sign that more and more often I’m dealing 
with younger generations of farming families from the area.”  

The current dry period has inadvertently revealed a next generation 
of farmers and business owners unperturbed by the challenges and 
determined to find their future in rural Australia. Robyn Holcombe 
has also noticed the trend towards young people returning home. 

“In this area alone there’s a lot of young people coming home 
after they have gotten some outside experience, a degree or a trade 
to fall back on,” she explains. “Access to all the different technology 
out here makes it more appealing than it once was and they are well 
equipped to run very good businesses, probably better equipped 
than what we were. I think they can see we have a great lifestyle 
that is uncomplicated in so many ways. We get to spend every day 
looking after our animals and our land. We have great friends and a  
great community.”

Despite watching the steady flow of locals returning home to their 
parents’ property, Robyn admits she was somewhat surprised by her 
own daughter’s career change. 

“I think it’s pretty amazing that she has put her career aside and 
come home,” Robyn says. “It certainly wasn’t something we expected, 
but it’s been a godsend and we love having her here. She’s young, she’s 
dynamic and she’s got energy and drive, and both the girls are very 
good at marketing for us. They keep us up to date with all the latest 
information. Having Sarah home couldn’t have come at a better time.”

By the time the afternoon rolls around, the humidity starts to rise 
on Rayleigh and black clouds can be seen gathering to the west. The 
first storm of summer brings an inch of rain and a whole lot of hope. 
While a lot more rain is needed to bring on the thick summer grasses, 
it’s a welcome change to the endless blue skies that have dominated 
weather patterns for the last two years. 

“To know it can still rain gives you a huge lift,” Robyn says. 
“Unfortunately, given that the heat is about to really set in, this amount 
of rain won’t do a lot, but it certainly is a start. We should get a bit of  
pick over our cultivation country, so we will look to moving our sheep 
onto that. The bit of green should give them a lift, allow the grazing 
country to spell and save us a lot in chemical costs for now. We just 
have to be patient; we’ll get through it eventually and we can start  
building again.”

Until then, Sarah continues to find motivation in focusing on the 
bigger picture - the global demand for protein and natural fibres. She 
believes there is a strong future for Australian agriculture, and it’s 
something she is keen to be a part of. 

“Australia has a great reputation for being a sustainable and ethical 
source of protein and fibres world wide,” she says. “That’s the exciting 
thing about what we’re doing and where it can go. It keeps you going 
from day to day when you feel like what you do is important, because 
we have a vital role to play in keeping the world fed and clothed.”  
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