WHY FARM WORKERS NEEED

BETTER ACCOMMODATION

So you've heard this|a few times recently, that to get more workers
on board at your farm, you've got to seriously look after them when

it comes to.accommodation.
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So you've heard this about farm worker
accommodation a few times recently, that to get
more workers on board at your farm, you've got
to seriously look after them when it comes to
accommodation. Fair enough you say, but how do
| really know whether better living quarters will
actually result in more people working at my farm?
Where’s the tangible evidence?

Good question, we're glad you asked. And that's what this
article is all about — farm worker accommodation and
whether farm workers need better accommodation.

And by the way, we're not here to convince you of some
solution. We're here to discuss what we reckon the real
underlying problem is.

See, we've noticed some pretty extreme statements being
bandied about in the media in recent times. This one
mightn't sound very extreme — the Rural Bank Australia
estimating that well over $80m of produce was lost during
the covid years due to a lack of seasonal labour. But look at
this one: Michelle Sleeth at Agri Labour Australia says that
accommodation in every regional town in Australia is our
number one biggest headache.

Wow. Number one biggest headache? Yep, that's
right. Biggest headache.

And how's this statistic for you? Data obtained on 13
September 2022 showed 17 rental vacancies in cropping
hub Moree, where there were also 112 jobs advertised.
In Griffith on the same day, there were just six rental
vacancies and 300 jobs going.

Mmm, some misalignment there.

But it's not just us pulling some isolated stats off some
seclusive site. Major organisations such as NSW Farmers
are repeatedly and publicly stating that housing availability
and affordability are often cited as key factors in ongoing
labour shortages in regional areas. And they're getting this
from where? the farmers themselves.

So what'’s the real problem at work here?

Well, to start with, let's look at things from the workers
viewpoint for a minute. Yep, we get it, you already know
how workers feel, because you've been employing them
for years. But humour us here for a few minutes, or a few
lines.

Every worker really wants to make a difference in their
work. It mightn't seem like that in a lot of situations, but
unless there's some serious psychological disorder,
people want to walk away from work in the evening feeling
like they've been valued and meaningfully contributed to
the work they did that day.

This isn't anything new, HR experts have been saying this
for eons.

But unfortunately for some workers out there in the
big wide world, they're not getting that sense of job
satisfaction. Why not?

Ok, it's probably not up to us exactly to answer that
question. Although from our research we can offer
some suggestions.

1. First up is the sense of not feeling appreciated. We're
not going to drill down into this one, it's pretty obvious.
Maybe they're missing out on feedback from their
manager. Or their colleagues are saying things that
are dragging them down. Or they're not being suitably
rewarded — paid — for the work they're doing.

2. Next up is that they're not up to the work. Once again,
fairly straightforward on face value. But it could be
a whole host of reasons behind it. It could include
a lack of training, both in the skills needed in the
particular industry and also training of the nuances
of the farm they're working on. Or it could be that
they simply don't have the aptitude for the type of
work that's on at the farm. And of course, there are
workers out there that love the farm environment
and the type of work, but it quickly becomes apparent
that they don't have the strength and stamina to
get the work done week after week after week.
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3. But the third reason that many people aren’t able
to give the job its best shot, and that's because
physically they're running on half-full. Let's be
candid about it, if youre not feeling in tip top
shape, and you can't get stuck into the work and
achieve a good result, then how do you feel? You
feel frustrated, irritated and even downright angry.

Making sure the machine is in perfect running order is a
no-brainer to a farmer who wants to get the best out of his
equipment. They wouldn't think twice about spending the
money needed to get any repairs done, or regular servicing
to ensure that it's at peak performance.

Peak performance? Yes. What about the people
though? Should they be at peak performance?

Hey why not?

Imagine if every one of your workers arrived smack on
time each morning in peak performance? Just picture the
amount of work that would get done, or the productivity
output as the experts say. In fact if workers arrived feeling
ready to take on the world, then in many cases, it would
probably go a long way to resolving the other 2 reasons we
mentioned before — not feeling appreciated, and not being
up to the work.

So why aren’t workers like this?

Think about where workers recharge. Where do we all
recharge? There's no place like home, is there? It's in the
evenings that farm worker accommodation is needed. It's
where they unwind, relax, connect with friends and family,
and then recharge their batteries with some good zeds.

Of course, we all know these things. None of this is new
to any of us. But we take it for granted so much that we
don't give it any thought. What we've been seeing is that
many employers take for granted that their workers have
sorted all of this out for themselves. And this can be a trap,
because workers heading out to rural NSW for employment
have real trouble finding accommodation.

So what do they do? Either settle for a very poor substitute
for accommodation, living in a tent or some decrepit
caravan or hut. Or end up room sharing with mates that
don’'t help the situation. Or they find something that's
2 hours away and have to spend both time, money and
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energy driving some ridiculous distance to work each
morning and evening.

Bottom line = drained batteries, and the wrong
environment to recharge them.

Which is why workers have started putting their foot down
and saying no. No to working on a farm where they can't
look after their personal life. No to living in pathetic living
quarters. And no to living a life that they can go elsewhere
to avoid. Even in situations where they can get good money.

So the short answer is that good farm worker
accommodation is one of the biggest key ingredients to
attracting and retaining good workers on your farm. The
long answer is that there are plenty of different levels of
accommodation. And of course there are varying opinions
on the definition of 'good" accommodation.
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