Hawke’s Bay Drought
Resilience Strategy
2021-2026:
Learning the lessons
from the 2020 drought
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Executive Summary

Occasional droughts have been a
feature of the Hawke’s Bay climate
since pastoral farming began, but the
2020 drought was one of the most
severe in recent times and appeared
to catch some farmers by surprise.
The extent of the drought - affecting large parts of
NZ – combined with a bovine tuberculosis outbreak
and the COVID-19 pandemic restrictions added
further challenges. The support provided to atrisk farmers, by way of social support, technical
advice and a coordinated regionwide supply of
supplementary feed, was significant and not
considered sustainable.
The official NZ Drought Index appeared to understate
the true severity of recent droughts in the region and
forecasts indicate the likelihood of more frequent
and severe droughts in the future.
While the nature of differing farming operations
and systems have a significant bearing on drought
exposure, there is no single solution as every farm is
different.
The decision making of farmers appears to be a
crucial factor in drought resilience.
A survey1 of pastoral farmers affected by the 2020
1.
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drought uncovered significant differences in impacts
driven by differences in decision making approaches.
Those who reported better performance had a clear
farm plan, managed their way through the drought
using farm management tools, and sought out advice
and support. Those who appeared to fare worse
during the drought delayed making bigger decisions
until as late as possible, were quite isolated and
suffered higher levels of stress and poorer mental
health.
Many smaller landowners tended to fare worse
than larger landowners given their relative lack of
experience in dealing with droughts.
A range of affected farmer and stakeholder groups
in the Hawke’s Bay region have met to discuss the
lessons from the 2020 drought and agreed to this
strategy with the aim of improving farmer drought
resilience and thereby improving farmer welfare.
Given climate forecasts of more frequent and intense
droughts in the future, encouraging at-risk farmers
to adopt some of the more successful approaches
adopted by other farmers could avoid some of the
substantial economic costs and mental health
related costs with future droughts. Such changes
would make more farmers, small block holders, their
sector and indeed the region, more drought resilient.

MacGillivray, L. “Initial Scoping for a Drought Resilience Strategy” prepared for Hawke’s Bay Regional Council, 15 August 2020.

We propose these initiatives to encourage
and support at-risk farmers to:
•

•
•

start making incremental decisions earlier when the
risk of severe droughts is increasing and manage the
drought by continuing to make decisions based on
current information, data and forecasts
seek out the guidance and support of others
during droughts
integrate drought management into their longer-term
farm planning and management

These initiatives can be achieved via:
•

•

efforts before and during droughts to encourage
farmers and small block holders most at-risk to adopt
earlier decision making and reach out to others for
advice and support
ongoing efforts to encourage farmers - particularly
those that already undertake levels of more active
farm management during droughts - to develop farm
plans with drought components and take up more
sophisticated farm management information-based
systems

When making decisions, farmers
appear to most strongly favour:
•
•
•

independent and robust information sources
the ability to observe and learn by doing
being guided most by the advice and experience
of other farmers

In light of this a drought risk indicator has been developed
and launched.

Early warning drought risk indicator
The Hawke’s Bay Regional Council (HBRC) has developed
and launched a drought indicator web app, that was one
of the recommended initiatives from the workshops with
stakeholder groups in the region.
This is a tool to support farmers in their decision making
and planning for drought. It is a simple colour-coded ‘traffic
light’ early warning system for signally the risk of impending
drought. The tool shows areas across the region based on
the Regional Council’s climate data, such as soil moisture,
and rainfall.
It recommends clear actions for farmers to take according
to the level of risk, and provides links to relevant primary
sector organisations for further support and advice.
It can be accessed on the Regional Council’s farmer hub,
and saved as an app on a smartphone. Initial feedback
to this tool has been positive and the Regional Council
welcomes feedback for continuous improvement of
the tool.
The drought risk indicator is a key component for
communications and engagement with farmers.

The following initiatives are proposed to
develop drought resilience.
Implementation of a targeted communication
1.
and engagement programme with at-risk farmers
before and during droughts
We will deliver a communications programme before
and during droughts encouraging at-risk farmers and
small block holders to make earlier and more incremental
decisions. This communications would roll out to farmers
in parts of the region when the drought risk indicator is
“amber” and “red” zones.
This would involve media briefings, web and targeted
digital communications including media releases, print
advertorials, updates to Hawke’s Bay Regional Council’s
drought web hub, farmer profile videos, social media posts
and information leaflets.
We would also hold farmer and small block holder
workshops for at-risk farmers to explain the drought
indicator and demonstrate active drought management –
such as de-stocking and feed budgeting. We will advertise
these events across multiple communication channels,
including targeted social media, Rural Support Trust
phone tree, catchment groups, print advertising and web
communications.
We will track and review the effectiveness of this
communication, and change tact if required to reach at-risk
farmers.
Longer term initiatives

2.

Ongoing events to encourage farmers to implement
farm planning and farm management systems for
drought management

We will deliver an ongoing, long-term targeted programme
of events to encourage farmers to develop farm plans and
tools for drought management . We would target farmers
that understand the need to actively manage through
droughts but could use more effective tools.
This work could include:
•
•
•

seminars for farmers to work up their farm/drought
plans in collaboration with other farmers
visits to demonstration farms where farmers can learn
about drought planning
a review of education sector curriculum targeting farm
managers and workers to ensure sufficient reflection
of the lessons learned from the 2020 drought and the
operation and benefits of active drought management
and long- term planning

This work could be supported by economic analysis
demonstrating the net economic and financial benefits
that accrue from farm planning and the use of
farm management tools.
This programme should be integrated as far as possible
with other initiatives encouraging farm planning – such as
the implementation of mandatory farm environment plans
– and the use of farm system management tools for other
purposes.
This set of initiatives should effectively seek to replace any
emergency feed subsidy/grant arrangements in the future,
which are unlikely to be sustainable.
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Context

The drought that hit the Hawke’s Bay
region in 2020 caused significant stress
and hardship especially for the nonirrigated pastoral sector. The geographic
extent of the drought - affecting large
parts of the country - reduced the
options normally available to Hawke’s
Bay farmers. Bovine tuberculosis and
COVID 19 restrictions added further
complications and stress.
There were significant feed shortages. Central and
local governement agencies provided feed transport
subsidies to support the community. However this
form of subsidy isn’t considered sustainable.
Yet some pastoral farmers appeared to come through
the drought in much better shape than others.
Subsequent analysis indicates that their decision
making - rather than any intrinsic climate or farm
advantages was a key factor.
If more farmers were able to adopt the decisionmaking approaches used by those who appeared to
fare better, there is clear potential for reducing some
of the economic, social and animal welfare burden
from future droughts.
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Objectives of
the strategy
A range of affected farmer and
stakeholder groups in the Hawke’s
Bay region have met to discuss the
lessons from the 2020 drought and
agreed to this strategy with the aim
of better supporting farmer welfare
by improving farmer resilience to
future droughts.
Given climate forecasts of increased
droughts in the future, the intent is
to reduce some of the potentially
substantial economic and mental
health related costs with future
droughts and make more farmers,
their sector and indeed the region,
more drought resilient.
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While occasional droughts have been
a feature of the Hawke’s Bay climate
since pastoral farming began, the
2020 drought was one of the most
severe in recent times
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Core issues
The 2020 drought followed many years of
increasing temperatures and below average
rainfall. The length and severity of the drought
was potentially understated by the official NZ
Drought Index and appeared to catch some
farmers by surprise. The drought affected
large parts of the country reducing the options
normally available to farmers, and bovine
tuberculosis and COVID-19 restrictions added
further complications and stress. Small block
holders appeared to fare worse given their
inexperience in dealing with droughts.
The result was substantial hardship and
difficulties for many farmers and central and

local government agencies stepping in to
provide significant feed transport subsidies
which are not considered sustainable.
Assessment of precipitation and soil moisture
deficits appear to tell a clearer story about the
truer impact of the 2020 drought and previous
serious droughts - particularly given the
impacts of the lack of rainfall through autumn
according to a report1 commissioned by HBRC.
As figure 1 summarises below the number of
days of varying drought conditions provides
a better indicator of the severity of recent
droughts.

Figure 1

The region may have had four of its most severe
droughts in the last 20 years.
We can expect more frequent and severe
droughts with the risk of severe drought
increasing from one in every 20 years to one in
every five years by 2028 under National Institute
of Water and Atmospheric Research modelling2.
The severity of droughts affecting the region
may have been understated in the past.
Drought proofing farms is unlikely to be
economically feasible given the sheer cost and
providing further feed transport subsidies during
droughts is unsustainable.
A critical factor of drought resilience appears to
be the decision making of farmer themselves.
A survey of farmers commissioned for the
Regional Council report on the 2020 drought
uncovered significant differences in outcomes
for farmers affected by the drought conditions with some faring far better than others through
the implementation of good practice rather
than underlying farm or climatic reasons.
Those who appeared experience worse
outcomes during the drought often:

•

rely on making bigger decisions as late as
they could make them
•
are isolated and suffer high levels of stress
and poorer mental health
By contrast, those who performed better:
•
had a clear farm plan - with clear thinking
around how to manage through a drought
•
actively managed their way through and
out of the drought by making effectively
daily incremental decisions using
management tools
•
actively sought out advice and support of
those around them
Encouraging farmers to adopt latter approaches
before and during droughts could avoid some
of the significant impacts and costs they face both in economic and social terms.
Farmers are facing increasing regulation across
a number of fronts - including increasing
regulatory requirements for farm environmental
plans. There are opportunities to encourage
drought planning in farm planning.

MacGillivray, L. “Initial Scoping for a Drought Resilience Strategy”
prepared for Hawke’s Bay Regional Council, 15 August 2020.
1.

2

Feaeff, N., “Hawke’s Bay Climate Change Projections”, NIWA, May 2017.
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Proposed strategy goals
- five year horizon

Given that timeliness of decision making, working
to a plan and seeking support from others appear
to be crucial factors in managing through the 2020
drought, efforts under this strategy should seek
to improve farmer drought resilience and farmer
welfare by encouraging and supporting
more at-risk farmers to:
1.

2.
3.

make decisions earlier when the risk of severe
drought is increasing and actively manage their
way through drought by continuing to make
incremental decisions based on current
information, data and forecasts
seek out the guidance and support of
others during droughts
integrate drought management into their longer
term farm planning and management and make
drought management part of their farm plans and
farm management systems

“Start early and keep in control;
and don’t hesitate to reach out for
support - you are not alone”
A potential communications
message to at risk farmers
for this programme
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Initiatives under (1) and (2) would be intended for farmers
most at risk of severe hardship - including smaller block
holders - to reduce the risks of them having to face drastic
decisions during drought and suffering significant mental
health issues.
Initiatives under (3) would suit those farmers who
undertake more simpler forms of active drought
management and would encourage them to develop
formal drought farm plans and more sophisticated farm
management information tools.
All these practice changes would respect actual farmer
decision making, which would continue to rest with
farmers. The aim is to enable farmers to gain greater
control over their farming operations and make them more
resilient.
Given the personal nature of some of the issues involved,
the intent is to encourage farmers to effectively own the
changes.
Effecting change takes time. Given this, the initiatives
should be applied for at least five years - and reviewed
for effectiveness.
Even if at-risk farmers adopt one or two of these practice
changes they will still likely be better off - which may be
more realistic in the initial stages. Any changes in this area
will more effectively be “owned” by farmers themselves
and are therefore more likely to be implemented effectively.

Proposed interventions
There are a range of potential tools available that could assist
with this kind of strategy as depicted in figure 2 below:

Figure 2

Possible further interventions
More/better
information provision

eg. with drought measurement
and mangement tools

More
research

Better use of support networks
More regulation

Improving farmer and
farm drought resilience

More knowledge
transfer

•

As farm investment options are very location specific
they pose significant challenges for any regulation.
Research also indicates the economic benefits of
some investments (eg on - farm water storage) can be
profound. So, neither regulation nor direct financial or
other support for farm drought resilience initiatives
seems desirable for these reasons - rather the focus
appears be more appropriate on changing the decision
making and practices of farmers themselves.

•

There is already a plethora of information available
on websites and training opportunities in relation to
options and management tools to enable farmers to
manage more effectively through drought so there
seems little need for further information. There are,
however, potential economic and sociological research
gaps in assessing the net economic benefits of using
farm plans and active planning tools . This could be
helpful in demonstrating the value of these tools to
farmers who don’t currently use them.

•

Droughts remain impossible to predict and the
relevance of current official drought measures to
Hawkes’ Bay circumstances is not evident. That is
why a simple drought risk warning indicator has been
developed based on available regional climate data to
assist farmers in identifying earlier on when they may
need to start making decisions.

•

A survey of Hawke’s Bay farmers affected by the last
drought , demonstrated that farmers who managed
well through the drought used farm plans incorporating
drought resilience and active farm management. By
contrast the lack of use of such tools was a common
theme for those who did not manage through the
drought as well. It makes sense to encourage farmers
to plan using these methods and tools. Farm plans are
will be increasingly required for regulation purposes

Stronger
financial
incentives /
disincentives

regulation. It likely that it will be be essential for
farmers to to demonstrate how farm planning can be
extended to drought risk and operational management
plans. The emphasis should be on the “how” and “why”
and not just the “what” and moving farm planning
from “something that has to be done for the Council”
to “something that will benefit the farm”. The same
would apply to the demonstration of active farm
management practices and use of farm management
tools (like Farmex).
•

Another factor that appeared crucial to good
management for some farmers was their reliance on
a circle of support around them who they turned to
for farm advice and/or mental health support and
well-being - including simple advice to take time away
from their farms to gain perspective and have a break.
Farmers who didn’t appear to use the same kind of
support suffered significant mental health problems.

•

Those directly involved in efforts to support the 2020
drought in the region report that the Hawkes Bay
Drought Facebook page, the Hawke’s Bay Lifestylers
Farming Facebook group, direct phone communication
by the Rural Support Trust and the use of informal
networks (eg of Hawke’s Bay Rural Advisory Group
members) appeared to be the most effective for
communicating with at-risk farmers. Using retailers
selling farm inputs, targeted social media, workshops,
and field-days were considered a good way of
communicating with small block holders. But there was
a need to supplement the efforts of the Rural Support
Trust to provide more engagement between farmers
earlier and during droughts to avoid as many getting
into difficulties.
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Influencing environment for
farmer decision making

Research points strongly to the reliance of farmers on
“learning by doing” and building their own knowledge3.
Farmers can also be influenced by a range of other players
- see figure 2 below.
Indeed, research points to the significant importance
farmers place on the advice and experience of other
farmers as sources of information and as definers of “good
farming practice” and benchmarks against which they
judge their own performance 5/6 .
Research commissioned into the role of primary advisors6
also points to the substantial reliance farmers place
on accessing trusted sources of information via the
internet and their peers as sources of information and the
importance of trigger events causing farmers to seek out
changes in the way of doing things from such sources. This
research indicates farmers’ preference for independent,
evidence-based information sources.
Recent NZ research into farmer decision making in relation
to new innovations lists the importance of:
•
•
•
•

Awareness of the innovation
Ease of trialling the innovation on-farm
Perception that it is worth trialling
Value of the innovation in achieving the farmers’
objectives.
But also:
•
Relative advantage – the benefit the innovation
provides over current practice
•
Compatibility – the degree to which the innovation is
compatible with the current farm system
•
Complexity – the perceived difficulty to understand or
implement the innovation
•
Trialability – the ease to which the innovation can be
trialled on-farm
•
Observability – the visibility of the results of the
change. The more visible the faster the change.

Traditionally the assumption has been that farmers see
themselves primarily as economic food producers but
more recent research has pointed out that farmers often
have broader or other goals in relation to farming and the
more changes being sought/encouraged consistent with
those goals, the more likely it is that they will be adopted .
In short, farmers want to understand the fuller implications
for any change for their unique circumstances and seem to
trust independent information sources and the experience
of other farmers when making judgements about what to
trial.
These factors point towards favouring initiatives that apply
to the farmers own circumstances and involve:
•
presentation of any information in a robust,
independent, evidence based, manner
•
concepts and practice changes being able to be
demonstrated and observed by farmers
•
opportunities for farmers to provide their experiences
to other farmers
Smaller block holders will be more likely to have different
objectives to larger scale farmers - where any pastoral
activities may be more tangential to their other careers or
simple lifestyle choice - and may not be in the same social
circles as larger scale farmers and pose further challenges
for engagement. Different avenues are likely to be required
to target these audiences.

Duncan, R., Robson-Williams, M., Nicholas, G., Turner, J. Smith, R., Diprose, D., “Transformation Is ‘Experienced, Not Delivered’: Insights from Grounding the Discourse in Practice to Inform Policy and
Theory” Manaaki Whenua Landcare Research, 5 September 2018.
4
Tisch, D, and Hamilton-Hart, N, “An Effective Explanation of Climate Beliefs: Evidence from Dairy Farmers in NZ”, Australasian Journal of Regional Studies, Vol. 25, No. 1, 2019
5
Pickering, J., Hong, J., Stower, R., Hong, D, Keally, M., “Using psychology to understand practice change among cane growers” Rural Extension and Innovation Systems Journal, 14(1), 2018.
Duncan, R., Kirk, N., Booth, P., and Robson-Williams, M., “Primary producers’ perspectives on New Zealand’s primary industries advisory services system” MPI Technical Paper No: 2021/01 Manaaki
6
Whenua – Landcare Research, January 2021
3
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Figure 2

Possible farmer influencing environmet for drought
management for beef and lamb sector

Family

Vets

Farmer networks

Bank managers
FARMERS
Saleyards

Industry associations

Farm advidors

Research institutes

Meat processors

Central Government
funders/regulators

Agfirst (2016), “Literature Review and Analysis of Farmer Decision Making with regard to Climate Change and Biological Gas Emissions” a report for the Biological Emissions Reference Group.

7

McCorkindale, C. “Auditing for Good: dairying, environmental auditing and the ‘good farmer’ in the Amuri Environmental Collective,” A thesis submitted in partial fulfilment of the requirements for the
Degree of Master of Natural Resource Management and Ecological Engineering, Lincoln University, 2019
8

Pickering, J., Hong, J., Stower, R., Hong, D, Keally, M., “Using psychology to understand practice change among sugar cane growers” Rural Extension and Innovation Systems Journal, 14(1), 2018.
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Proposed initiatives

Of the tools identified earlier, interventions aimed at
improving information accessibility and encouraging
knowledge and skill transfers seem appropriate given the
nature of the issues involved.
These kinds of interventions will take time to have effects
and will not be a total cure. But they will also be likely
be quite cost effective and achievable. Regulation does
not seem a viable option and there seems little need to
generate significant amounts of new specific drought
management information given the amount already
available.

These initiatives are therefore proposed:
•

initiatives before and during severe drought to
encourage earlier and more active decision making
and farmers to reach out to others for support

•

ongoing initiatives encouraging the development
of farm plans and adoption of farm management
web-based systems for drought management
alongside other farm management purposes.

These initiatives should be developed and implemented
over varying time horizons, immediately, when drought risks
are next increasing and on a longer term basis.
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Early warning drought risk indicator key
tool for drought resilience
The Regional Council has developed and launched
a drought indicator web app, that was one of the
recommended initiatives from the workshops with
stakeholder groups in the region.
This is a tool to support farmers in their decision making
and planning for drought. It is a simple colour-coded ‘traffic
light’ early warning system for signally the risk of impending
drought. The tool shows areas across the region based on
the Regional Council’s climate data, such as soil moisture,
and rainfall.
It recommends clear actions for farmers to take according
to the level of risk, and provides links to relevant primary
sector organisations for further support and advice.
It can be accessed on the Regional Council’s farmer web
hub, at hbrc.govt.nz, and saved as an app on a smartphone.
Initial feedback to this tool has been positive and the
Regional Council welcomes feedback for continuous
improvement of the tool.
The drought risk indicator is a key component for
communications and engagement with farmers.

Initiatives to be rolled out the next time
drought risk increases

1.

Implementation of an targeted communication
and engagement programme with at-risk farmers
before and during droughts

Delivery of a targeted programme of communication and
events before and during droughts encouraging at-risk
farmers and small block holders to make earlier and more
incremental decisions.This communications would roll out
to farmers tin parts of the region when the drought risk
indicator is “amber” and “red” zones.
This would involve media briefings, web and targeted
digital communications including media releases, print
advertorials, updates to Regional Council’s drought
web hub, farmer profile videos, social media posts and
information leaflets.
We would also hold farmer and small block holder
workshops for at-risk farmers to explain the drought
indicator, demonstrate active drought management –
such as de-stocking and feed budgeting. We will advertise
these events across multiple communication channels,
including targeted social media, Rural Support Trust
phone tree, catchment groups, print advertising and web
communications.
We will track and review the effectiveness of this
communication, and change tact if required to reach at-risk
farmers.

Longer term initiatives

2.

Ongoing events to encourage farmers to implement
farm planning and farm management systems for
drought management

An ongoing, long-term targeted programme of events
to encourage farmers to develop farm plans and tools
for drought management is proposed. This programme
would target farmers that understand the need to actively
manage through droughts but could use more effective
tools.
This work could include:
•
seminars for farmers to work up their farm/drought
plans in collaboration with other farmers
•
visits to demonstration farms where knowledge
about farm planning and drought initiatives can be
transferred
•
a review of education sector curriculum targeting farm
managers and workers to ensure sufficient reflection
of the lessons learned from the 2020 drought and the
operation and benefits of active drought management
and long- term planning
This work could be supported by economic/financial
analysis demonstrating the net economic and financial
benefits that accrue from farm planning and the use of
farm management tools.
This programme should be integrated as far as possible
with other initiatives encouraging farm planning – such as
the implementation of mandatory farm environment plans
– and the use of farm system management tools for other
purposes.
This set of initiatives should effectively seek to replace any
emergency feed grant arrangements in the future, which
are unlikely to be sustainable.
Operations plan and communications framework
Parties involved in the strategy have agreed to develop an
implementation and action plan that will operationalise the
strategy and set out respective responsibilities of agencies
in the development and then ongoing delivery of the above
initiatives. This plan will cover support for the drought risk
indicator and associated web page and the supporting
communication initiatives under a communications
framework.
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