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FOREWORD

In 1992, Australia’s Commonwealth and State governments announced the introduction 
of the National Drought Policy.  In an important departure from earlier responses to 
drought, the new policy adopted a risk management approach which received broad 
support from Australia’s major political parties and from important members of the 
policy community.  More than a decade later, however, media and public debate about 
drought does not always reflect this policy position. 

In 2002, Linda Botterill and her colleague Melanie Fisher invited Don Wilhite to 
contribute a chapter to a book on Australia’s National Drought Policy which they were 
preparing for an Australian audience.  Subsequently published as Beyond Drought: 

People, Policies and Perspectives by CSIRO Publishing, the collection was intended ‘to 
place drought on the public agenda as a topic of considerable importance to all 
Australians’ (Botterill and Fisher 2003, p ix).  The book was targeted at the interested 
lay public in an effort to redress the gap between the official policy position and public 
perceptions of drought.  Don Wilhite was invited to contribute a chapter placing 
Australia’s experience in an international context.  During a visit to Australia to discuss 
the scope and content of the book, Don suggested that the themes being discussed 
would be of considerable interest to an international audience and he proposed that a 
more academically focused collection along similar lines to the Australian publication 
would provide a useful addition to the international literature on drought preparedness 
and response. 

The present collection is the result of that suggestion.  The majority of the material in 
this book is new, indeed four of the authors included herein did not participate in the 
earlier project and of those who did, most have contributed entirely new work.  A 
handful of the chapters contain material published in the Australian book, but with the 
exception of one chapter the material has been reworked for a broader audience. 

Australia has been something of a trail-blazer in the development and implementation of 
a national drought policy.  It is hoped that this collection will provide others moving in 
a similar direction with the benefit of its experience by highlighting the successes and 
challenges of a move from disaster to risk management in responding to drought. 

Linda Courtenay Botterill 
Donald A Wilhite 

April 2004 
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CONTRIBUTORS

Linda Courtenay Botterill is a Postdoctoral Fellow in the National Europe Centre at 
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CSIRO Publishing). 

Peter Cox was awarded a PhD in Technological Economics from Stirling University in 
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Peter Hayman is Principal Scientist, climate applications working for the South 
Australian Research and Development Institute, based in Adelaide. From 1999 to 2004 
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southern African climate variability and drought in the early 1990s.  In 1993 she took up 
an appointment as Senior Lecturer in Climatology at the ANU, where she is engaged in 
research on low-frequency variability in the El Niño Southern Oscillation and its 
impacts, and on changing rainfall seasonality in Australia.  She has co-authored a 
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on pastoralist decision making.  He is currently CEO of the Desert Knowledge 
Cooperative Research Centre, based in Alice Springs and networking colleagues across 
the continent towards better regional outcomes for all people living in outback 
Australia.

Daniela Stehlik returned to Western Australia from Queensland in December 2003 to 
take up the foundation Chair in Stronger Communities in the Division of Humanities at 
Curtin University of Technology. She has also been appointed as Director of the Alcoa 
Research Centre for Stronger Communities, a unique partnership between 
industry/community/university. Her research interests focus on the intersections of 
community resiliency, human service practice and social cohesion in regional/rural 
Australia. Her specific interests are in ageing, disability, gender, power and community 
development. She has published widely in Australia and internationally and is currently 
on the editorial board of Rural Society.

Ian Ward is a Reader in Politics at the University of Queensland. His research interests 
lie broadly in the area of media and politics. 
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ABARE Australian Bureau of Agricultural and Resource Economics 

AUSLIG Australian Surveying and Land Information Group 

CQ Central Queensland

CSIRO Commonwealth Scientific and Industrial Research Organisation 

DPRTF Drought Policy Review Task Force 

EC Exceptional circumstances

ENSO El Niño-Southern Oscillation  
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GDPN Global Drought Preparedness Network 
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IPCC International Panel on Climate Change 
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NDP National Drought Policy  
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NGOs Non-governmental organisations 

NSW (the state of) New South Wales 

OECD Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development 

RIRDC Rural Industries Research and Development Corporation 

SOI Southern Oscillation Index

TEK Traditional Ecological Knowledge 

UNCCD United Nations Convention to Combat Desertification 

UNESCO United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organisation 
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GLOSSARY

Australian Labor Party Social democratic political party 

battlers Australians with relatively low incomes facing 
economic hardship or “doing it tough” [a related 
term] 

bush Traditional term describing rural and regional 
Australia 

Commonwealth government (see federal government) 

federal government Australia’s national government.  The dominant tier 
of government within a federal system, raising most 
of the taxes paid by Australians 

Liberal Party Conservative party—traditionally governs in 
coalition with the National Party 

mateship Traditional term for friendship but carrying 
additional egalitarian connotations 

National Farmers’ 
Federation 

Major rural lobby group comprising state farm 
organisations and commodity councils and 
representing some 120,000 farm enterprises through 
29 affiliated organisations  

National Party Formerly the Country Party—founded to provide a 
voice for rural Australia 

NSW New South Wales, Australia’s most populous state, 
which has Sydney as its capital 

Queensland Australia’s second largest and most decentralised 
state

rort (v) Australian colloquialism for trick, dishonest practice 
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Australia’s attempt at a national drought policy in the early 1990s and its experiences 
with this policy over the past decade have intrigued the international scientific and 
policy communities.  Few nations have made much progress on a national policy but it 
is now being widely discussed by many countries and promoted by United Nations 
agencies, international development organizations, development banks, and others.  For 
example, under the United Nations Convention to Combat Desertification (UNCCD), 
countries are encouraged to develop national action programs to combat the effects of 
desertification and drought.  There are also many other national, regional, and global 
initiatives to promote the need for greater levels of drought preparedness and to 
formulate national drought policies.  The experiences of Australia represent valuable 
lessons to many countries, developed and developing alike, on the opportunities and 
challenges of a national drought policy and preparedness strategy.  Documenting the 
policy development process and the lessons learned at each step in the process will 
benefit all nations that choose to follow this course of action.

For example, the United States has drawn on the experiences of Australia in recent 
attempts to move towards a national drought policy.  Until recently, much of the 
progress in drought preparedness in the United States has been at the state level as the 
need for and benefits of drought planning have become more apparent.  With the 
increase in the number of states with drought plans from 3 in 1982 to 36 in 2004, the 
existence of actual drought plans for states to follow in the plan development process 
has certainly stimulated this planning trend.  Drought plans enable states to visualise 
how others have applied planning methodologies to meet their specific drought 
management needs.  Likewise, Australian experiences with drought policy have been 
beneficial to the drought policy debate in the United States.  Legislation is now pending 
before the US Congress on a national drought policy action plan.

However, the implementation of Australia’s National Drought Policy has not been 
without its problems.  Tensions within the policy between conflicting objectives have 
led to ongoing changes to the various components of the policy and, although the 
rhetoric of self-reliance and risk management is accepted within the rural policy 
community, the Australian media, the broader community and many farmers appear to 
retain a view of drought as a disaster or an Act of God.  This volume brings together a 
range of perspectives on Australia’s experience since the announcement of a National 
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