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Background

Five years ago, Sustainable Farms set out to understand more about the links between farmer
mental health and natural resource management. The Sustainable Farms ecologists had heard
anecdotal reports from farmers in our network that their engagement in activities such as tree
planting helped their mental health, particularly during times of drought.

Given the evidence that aspects of farm life pose risks for farmer mental health, we were keen to
understand whether engaging in environmental practices on farmland could provide a significant
benefit for a farmer’s mental health and wellbeing.

The unique longitudinal data about
biodiversity on farms gathered by
the ecology team provided an
opportunity to look for relationships
between on-farm biodiversity and
farmer mental health. Additionally,
there was also an opportunity to
increase our understanding of the
access to mental health services in
rural areas, and to develop our
understanding of the challenges and
opportunities to support farmer
wellbeing and mental health.

The team and collaborators
Sustainable Farms was established as a cross-college initiative at ANU to
enable the links between mental health and biodiversity to be explored.

Professor Phil Batterham (pictured top right), Co-Head of the Centre for
Mental Health Research within the Research School of Population Health at
ANU, was appointed as Sustainable Farms Mental Health Research Director.

Research Officer Kimberly Brown (pictured bottom right) brought significant
experience in rural mental health to the team, while also completing her PhD
exploring the social and wellbeing benefits of regenerative farming practices.

They worked closely with colleagues from the Centre for Mental Health
Research at ANU, including Professor Alison Calear and Associate Professor
Michelle Banfield. They also collaborated with Professor Jacki Schirmer, from
the University of Canberra, who leads the Regional Wellbeing Survey (RWS). The RWS canvasses the
views of 15,000 Australians annually about the liveability and resilience of their communities, and
their own wellbeing and resilience.
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Summary of findings

The research undertaken by the Sustainable Farms team fell into two categories: relationships
between the natural environment and mental health or wellbeing; and mental health in rural
settings and differences when compared to urban settings.

Natural asset management, ecology and farmer mental health/wellbeing

A first step in the mental health stream of work undertaken by Sustainable Farms was to investigate
what literature already existed on the topic. The team systematically reviewed the existing literature
and found very few studies investigating the impact of natural asset management or biodiversity on
mental health in rural settings. Most studies focused on the negative impacts that drought, heat,
natural disasters and environmental degradation had on mental health, without corresponding work
on the inverse.

Given the lack of existing information on the relationship between natural asset management,
biodiversity and farmer mental health/wellbeing, two means of investigating these relationships
were then developed by the team. The first, FarmWell, led by Professor Batterham, involved a highly
targeted survey distributed to landholders who are part of Sustainable Farms long-term ecological
monitoring. 63 farmers participated in the survey, and data was linked with existing farm-level
vegetation and biodiversity data. The survey was unable to identify a direct relationship between
these factors, finding instead that financial struggle and worry had a greater impact on farmer
mental health.

Similarly, a larger study conducted via the Regional Wellbeing Survey and led by Kimberly Brown
found no direct relationship between wellbeing and the activity of tree planting — but it did make an
important finding that tree planting increased social connectedness. Additionally, the study found
that farmers who undertook broader, farm-scale change in natural resource management practices
did experience positive impacts on wellbeing.

Mental health in rural settings
The team’s work in this area found no significant differences between rural and urban populations in
mental health service use or the impacts of COVID-19. Both of these findings were unexpected.

The first study, on mental health service use, drew on data from 2347 participants via the Assessing
Mental Health Survey, and assessed the differences in service use between rural and urban people
with mental health problems. Popular wisdom has suggested that farmer mental health suffers
when compared to urban people due to a lack of access to mental health services, but this
hypothesis was not supported by the ANU research. The study, led by Professor Batterham, found
no differences between rural and urban populations in accessing GPs, psychiatrists and counsellors.
However, rural participants reported a lower level of use of psychologists when compared to
urban/regional areas, which may be an important gap in service delivery.

A further study was undertaken to assess the impact of COVID-19 on mental health during the onset
of the pandemic (March to June 2020). Elevated rates of depression and anxiety were observed
across rural, regional and urban Australia, but these reduced back to pre-pandemic levels over time
and no significant differences observed between rural, regional and urban areas.
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Implications

Australian agriculture is currently at a tipping point between the risks and impacts of climate change
and biodiversity loss, and the potential benefits for farmers of market-based mechanisms for
addressing these threats. Our work suggests that the benefits for farmer wellbeing of engaging in
NRM practices derive more from the social connectedness farmers experience through this work,
rather than the outcomes of improved biodiversity. When taken alongside the findings that financial
stress and worry have a greater impact on farmer mental health than vegetation or biodiversity,
questions emerge for how incentive schemes and market-based mechanisms targeting vegetation or
biodiversity may impact on these other factors and thus potentially on farmer mental health and
wellbeing.

The greatest bent toaer menal health thrughpractces such as tree-
planting may arise from the social connectedness experienced through this work.
These factors must be considered in the design of schemes that may have wide-ranging, long-lasting

impacts not only on agricultural landscapes, but on the farmers and communities who are connected
with these landscapes.

Attempting to tease out the relationships between a farm’s ecology and a farmer’s mental health is
particularly tricky: both areas of research are complex thanks to the myriad factors involved and the
challenges of identifying causal relationships. While our research outcomes in no way negate the
importance of tree-planting and of improving a farm’s vegetation and biodiversity, it suggests that
the social and community context around tree-planting may be even more important to farmer
wellbeing as the outcome generated. Future work in this area needs to target the role that social
community connections and of local knowledge and action in addressing the challenges of our time.
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