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a b s t r a c t

Many studies have highlighted the phenomenon of rural decline in parts of the developed world,
summarised as a loss in agricultural employment leading to a decline in the number and size of rural
settlements. This study of small towns in part of Australia’s inland rural “heartland” employs the
concepts of interactional rural community of place and rural resilience to identify how farmers perceive
their interactions with their local town. This study suggests that robust levels of ongoing engagement
between farmers and town communities are important in maintaining rural populations and services
along with both a strong local economy and environment. Face-to-face interviews with 115 farmers in
two rural regions of New South Wales, Australia, highlight the importance of the local economy and jobs,
the quality of the local environment and a strong sense of belonging, in contributing to a strong sense of
local community and potential for resilience.

� 2011 Elsevier Ltd. All rights reserved.

1. Introduction

Australia’s rural towns exhibit great diversity, ranging from
traditional agricultural service centres and localities associated
with farming and grazing to mining towns, non-metropolitan
tourist towns and remote Australian communities such as Aborig-
inal outstations and island communities (Pritchard and McManus,
2000; Gray and Lawrence, 2001; Hugo, 2005). Although many
small towns close to major urban areas are increasing in population
as a result of overspill (Connell and McManus, 2011), it has become
fashionable to talk of, or predict, an inexorable decline in small rural
centres if these places lie outside the orbit of rural gentrification.
For example, many country towns, often located in dryland agri-
cultural regions far frommajor urban centres, have been associated
with decline and death, with images of coffins and the passing of an
era and a way of life (Country Shire Councils Association and
Country Urban Councils Association Working Party, 1990; Forth,
2000 and Forth and Howell, 2002). These towns fit the profile of
what Lowe and Ward (2009) label “deep rural”. They “seem to lack

sufficient symbolic resources to attract in those socio-economic
classes that are underpinning the vibrancy of the “commuter”
categories” (Lowe and Ward, 2009, 1324) or the sea-change and
tree-change towns of Australia (Burnley, 1988; Burnley and
Murphy, 1995, 2002; 2004; Smailes, 2000). To make such
sweeping claims about vast areas of inland Australia is, of course,
fraught with danger.

The notion of rural decline in Australia is firmly established in
the literature (Forth, 2000; Forth and Howell, 2002) and is sup-
ported by demographic trends which depict many small rural
centres in more remote settings gradually shrinking in population
(Walmsley et al., forthcoming). There have been a number of local,
state and national strategies to address economic and population
imbalances between large cities, larger regional centres and smaller
towns in Australia (Pritchard andMcManus, 2000; Beer et al., 2003;
Haslam-McKenzie and Tonts, 2005). Recognition that those strat-
egies have largely failed to shift the path of local development, and
of the limitations of government power in this policy arena, have
stirred the notion of death and decline of many places (see
Sorensen, 2002, 2003, Sorensen et al., 2007; Hearfield and
Sorensen, 2009). In Europe and North America there have been
similar concerns about the fate of small towns and rural areas as
economic and demographic pressures are brought to bear on
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vulnerable rural communities, reinforced in some cases by changes
in governance structures and tempered by a recognition of demo-
graphic shifts towards favoured rural areas, a trend that is similar to
the Australian situation (Norris-Baker, 1999; Blevins, 2000;
Johnson, 2003; Burnley and Murphy, 2004; Costello, 2007;
Davies, 2008; Kasimis, 2008; Wood, 2008; Carr and Kefalas,
2009; Hall and Stern, 2009). For example, Popper and Popper
(1987, 14) noted that on the Great Plains of the USA, “many small
towns are emptying and ageing at an all-time high rate, and some
are dying”.

Despite population declines and an emphasis by many of the
above authors on economic drivers, Smailes (2000, 178) concluded
that “place-identity, sense of belonging and primary social contact
patterns are subject to much greater inertia [than economic func-
tions such as shopping trips]”. The importance of social engage-
ment is highlighted by Hamin and Marcucci (2008, 469) who
identify “structures of expectation” that are built on the shared
experience of a region. This shared experience can extend beyond
primary social contacts, such as face-to-face contact, to include
telephone and email conversations.

Thus, while some argue that economics are driving decline,
others suggest that a sense of belonging and social participation can
mitigate against such decline. Research has tended to adopt one of
the above arguments, rather than exploring a range of factors in the
lives of farmers in or near these towns. The resilience of small rural
communities in Australia, despite the loss of agricultural employ-
ment, is therefore a story yet to be adequately explored (see Rogers
and Collins, 2001; Alston, 2004).

This paper explores rural resilience in two rural regions in
Australia’s heartlands, comparing economic, social and environ-
mental issues perceived as important by farmers in maintaining
their local towns. The study crosses a number of themes identified
by Ryser and Halseth (2010) in their overview of rural economic
development research (see Table 1, p. 512). Following a review of
literature on rural resilience and rural communities from an
interactional perspective, we introduce the two case studies,
present the research methods, provide quantitative and qualitative
findings from our research and then review these results in relation
to resilience in rural communities. We conclude with recommen-
dations for rural policy, emphasising that the resilience of rural
communities is not about the social versus the economic, but
involves maintaining a range of aspects of community of place,
including a viable local economy, the quality of the local environ-
ment and a strong sense of belonging among residents.

2. Resilient rural communities

2.1. Resilience in Australian rural communities

Research in Australia and elsewhere has at times hypothesised
that farm enterprises and rural service centres are “uncoupling”
(eg. Stayner and Reeve, 1990). That is to say, the traditional bonds
that tied farmers to local rural service centres are weakening as
improvements in communications (both transport and telecom-
munications) and changing on-farm practices free farm enterprises
from reliance on “the local”. Notwithstanding farmers’ continuing
commercial allegiances to local suppliers e the “local-if-possible”
principle (Pritchard et al., 2011) e the notion of uncoupling
encapsulates a basic truth about altered spatial arrangements in the
rural economy. Hence, small rural townsmight struggle and decline
unless they are favoured by gentrification and lifestyle-led migra-
tion or tourism-related activity.

Rapid, far-reaching and turbulent changes are certainly hallmarks
of life in rural Australia (Lawrence, 1987; Alston, 2004; Sorensen,
2009). Not surprisingly, given the tenor of this debate, the policy

arena in Australia has witnessed discussion about the future of
country towns and words like “renewal”, “revitalisation” and “resil-
ience” are used todenotehopeand survival (Allison andHobbs, 2004;
Gleeson, 2008; Larsen and Barker-Reid, 2009). It is our contention
that “rural resilience” has become popular in recent times, largely as
a reaction to the notions of rural decline. It has become associated
with enhancing well-being through having adaptive behaviours that
permit some level of influence over future direction. In this way it
views rural communities as active, dynamic social arrangements
rather than passively being left at the mercy of unmanageable
external forces (Deveson, 2003). Asnoted byMcIntosh et al. (2008, 3),
in an appraisal of the emerging focus on resilience, “there is a pref-
erence for injecting some hope and optimism as opposed to pessi-
mism into dispiriting stories of stress and adversity”.

What constitutes resilience, and how it is measured and
managed, has been debated extensively in Australia and in coun-
tries such as Canada, the United States, Britain, South Africa and
New Zealand. Resilience is a complex concept (Walker and Salt,
2006), being the transfer of an ecological term to other domains
and applied in economic and social contexts, including rural envi-
ronments (see Allison and Hobbs, 2004). The strict ecological
meaning of the term concerns the ability of a system to regain the
status quo after a major shock. In contrast, economic and social
systems are forever changing on the back of all kinds of trans-
formations (scientific, financial, governance, lifestyles and resource
management) and reassertion of the status quo is often not
a meaningful goal. Rather, in social and economic contexts, resil-
ience is understood as the ability to embrace change, with a capa-
bility to adapt seamlessly to largely exogenous events (such as
technological change) in a form termed stable adaptation (Sorensen
and Epps, 2005a, 2005b). This concept is consistent with that used
byWalker and Salt (2006,1) who, recognising that change is always
occurring, define resilience as “the ability of a system to absorb
disturbance and still retain its basic function and structure”.

Stable adaptation takes many different forms according to local
circumstance: the nature of the local problems confronted
(severity, duration, complexity, remedial capacity), the configura-
tion of the new technologies applied (scientific, financial, gover-
nance, lifestyles, resource management), and competition between
localities (and the effectiveness of their strategies e individual,
private, public, cooperative). We would therefore expect to see
variety between one locality and another in the problems and
responses (behaviours, strategies, cohesion and competition, focus,
time-span, moneys expended), and awide variety of outcomes over
the short-, medium- and longer terms. Some of those outcomeswill
be more stable than others.

Fromamore localisedperspective,whatmakes resilience possible
may well be the notion of belonging. In a simple sense, belonging
encompasses a mindset: “I belong to this community”. However, the
concept extends much further and into the realm of actual overt
behavioural patterns (Walmsleyand Lewis,1984). It iswhenattitudes
of mind translate into actual interpersonal links that belonging is
facilitated and resilience can be encouraged. Belonging is a concept
that has gained attention recently in a number of different disci-
plines. It is very variable in its interpretation, but “even in its most
stable ‘primordial’ forms.belonging is always a dynamic process,
not a reified fixity, . only a naturalised construction of a particular
hegemonic form of power relations” (Yuval-Davis, 2006, 199). For
example, in their study of the politics of gay/lesbian belonging in an
Australian country town, Gorman-Murray et al. (2008) employ the
inter-related three levels of belonging identified by Yuval-Davis
(2006). These are (1) social relationships within dualisms such as
man/woman or white/black, (2) belonging as an emotional and
personalised experience, “deeply bound up with individual and
group identities” (Gorman-Murray et al., 2008, 174), and (3)
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