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Jobs Growth and Investment 2016-2020 continues 
a long-standing Regional Development Australia 
Murraylands & Riverland practice of investigating the 
current and expected business investment and skill 
needs within our region to support decision-making 
and maximise economic outcomes.

This is the latest in a series of evolving Jobs Growth 
and Investment studies that have been conducted in 
the region since 2003. 

Jobs, Growth and Investment 2016-2020 was conducted 
by Jeff Tate Consulting. Dr Kristine Peters of KPPM 
Strategy provided survey analysis and assistance in 
the development of this Summary.

The methodology for the research involved:

  An online survey of employers that generated  
123 responses.

  A survey of Councils to capture and quantify large 
investment proposals. 

  Face-to-face interviews with 38 businesses, eight 
Councils and six business associations, which 
provided the opportunity to further test and 
provide context for regional growth prospects and 
associated issues.
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37,000
SQUARE  

KILOMETRES

In 2015, as part of strategic planning, Regional Development Australia Murraylands & Riverland commissioned a Position 
Assessment for the region. The key findings of that work that are relevant to future Jobs, Growth, Investment are:

Regional Position Assessment

POPULATION WORKFORCE UNEMPLOYMENT POPULATION DISPERSION TOTAL EMPLOYMENT DISPERSION

EXPORTED GOODS

A SIGNIFICANT FOOD BOWL

ECONOMIC SECTOR

POPULATION CHANGES – 2006 TO 2011

From Census data, only the townships of Murray Bridge and Mannum 
experienced population growth (14% and 1% respectively). 

FOLLOWED BY 
•  Health and  

Community Services
• Retail Trade
• Services

15% 
 JOBS IN FOOD 
PROCESSING

(4,032 JOBS)

28 
EMPLOYERS  

ACCOUNT FOR

19%  
OF JOBS (5,212)

6.5% 
IN REGION

COMPARED  
TO 6.3% IN SA

69,000
(4% OF SA)

14% 
OF TOTAL  

SA EXPORTS

$2.85B 
REGIONAL GOODS 

EXPORTED

25% 
OF SA’S 

AGRICULTURAL  
GROSS REGIONAL 

PRODUCT

LARGEST 
AGRICULTURAL 
PRODUCTION  
REGION IN SA

15% 
REGIONAL 

HOUSEHOLD 
INCOMES THROUGH 

AGRICULTURE

Agriculture is currently the most important 
economic sector in the region by size.

507 
NET LOSS  

OF RESIDENTS

2,163 
MOVED  

TO REGION

2,670 
MOVED AWAY 
FROM REGION

37,300 
EMPLOYEES

27,200 
JOBS

(4% OF JOBS  
IN SA)

20% 
REGIONAL 

JOBS THROUGH 
AGRICULTURE
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REGIONAL INVESTMENT

The investment environment is positive, underpinned 
by two factors:

  A positive growth sentiment expressed in the 
business survey. The on-line survey revealed that 
most businesses were either planning for growth 
or intended to diversify or were seeking to improve 
business efficiency. Only a few declared their intention 
to downsize. 

  Interviews revealed business confidence borne of 
the resilience developed through surviving drought 
and the global financial crisis. “We’re still in business 
when it could have been a lot worse.”  

Positive business confidence is manifested in capital 
investment proposals to local Councils, estimated to be 
at least $124m in business investment, $78m of which 
is for piggery and poultry expansion (excluding the 

Inghams Feed Mill proposal) and an estimated $1.022b 
in infrastructure development, of which $992m is for 
wind and solar farms. 

There are significant investments planned for tourist 
accommodation, $3m of which are currently seeking 
development approval. A further $46m investment is 
planned for two separate proposals for a caravan park 
and hotel redevelopment.

The recent retail expansion of Woolworths and Coles in 
Murray Bridge appears to be the forerunner of further 
retail development proposals in the region exceeding 
$14m. Having the ‘majors’ invest in the region has 
underpinned the mood of confidence, especially as 
these investments are predicated on anticipated 
population growth.

The development of The Bend Motorsports Park at 
Tailem Bend has also boosted investor confidence 

and is cited as one of the features of the region which 
has attracted investor interest, particularly in tourism 
where there is a major development proposal for hotel 
accommodation and facilities. 

Almond cropping and value adding is recording strong 
growth and is seen as having good long term potential 
derived from increased global demand, particularly 
from China and India, and because the dominant 
supplier (USA) has lost current production capacity 
due to drought. 

The Riverland is emerging as the national hub for 
the almond industry with one company processing a 
third of the nation’s crop and the Almond Board of 
Australia’s establishment of a Centre of Excellence at 
the Loxton Research Centre accompanied by purchase 
of land for large trial plantings.
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Export

The region is a relatively 
strong export performer, 
particularly in Fruit & 
Nuts, Pigs, Meat & Meat 
Products, Sheep, Wine  
& Spirits and Grain when 
compared with regional 
South Australia. 

41% of surveyed business 
export out of the state, 
and 17% export overseas 
– with agriculture and 
manufacturing being the 
largest exporters. 

All overseas exporters 
also export interstate. 
67% of these have  
plans to expand their 
export activity. 

Of those not exporting, 
16% have plans to export. 
The main barriers to 
export related to choice 
of market and knowledge 
of trade cultures within 
those markets.

17% 
EXPORT 

OVERSEAS

BUSINESS AND EXPORTING

41% 
EXPORT  

OUT OF SA

86%
31%

45%

78%
55%

49%

VIC

TAS

NT

NSW

QLD

WA

PERCENTAGE 
OF EXPORTS 

TO OTHER 
AUSTRALIAN 

STATES BY 
EXPORTING 
BUSINESS
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Accommodation and Food Services

Agriculture, Forestry, Fishing

Construction

Education and Training

Health Care and Social Assistance

Manufacturing

Professional, Scientific and Technical

Rental, Hiring and Real Estate

Retail Trade

PERCENTAGE OF SECTOR THAT EXPORTS 
(EXCLUDING SECTORS WITH <5 SURVEY REPONSES)

PERCENT

0 10 20 30 40 50 60 70 80 90

<5 Employees

6-20 Employees

21-50 Employees

>50 employees

PERCENTAGE OF BUSINESS IN EACH SIZE RANGE 
THAT EXPORT OUT OF SA

PERCENT

TRADE OUTSIDE SOUTH AUSTRALIA



7Jobs, Growth and Investment 2016-2020

16% 
EXPORT TO 

NORTH AMERICA

21% 
EXPORT TO  
THE PACIFIC

The main barriers to undertaking export highlighted in the survey were: 

  Choosing the market, and 

  Understanding the export culture of the market. 

Along with freight forward logistics, financing increased production and 
accessing free trade agreements, other factors included a broad range  
from regulatory issues and intellectual property protection.

42% 
MANUFACTURING

EXPORT OVERSEAS

20% 
AGRICULTURE,  

FORESTRY & FISHING

79% 
MANUFACTURING

EXPORT INTERSTATE

56% 
AGRICULTURE,  

FORESTRY & FISHING

88% 
RETAIL TRADE

40% 
AGRICULTURE,  

FORESTRY & FISHING

DO NOT EXPORT OUT OF SOUTH AUSTRALIA

73% 
ACCOMMODATION  
& TRADE SERVICES

21% 
EXPORT  

TO EUROPE

ONLY MANUFACTURING HAD ENOUGH EXPORTERS TO SUPPORT ANALYSIS OF OVERSEAS EXPORTS

37% 
EXPORT  
TO ASIA

12

2

1

5
1

4

7

Asia

Globally

South America

Europe

India

North America

Pacific

OVERSEAS 
EXPORT 

DESTINATIONS 
(BY NUMBER OF 

EXPORTERS)

40%
21%

26%

39%24%

Choosing the  
right market

Accessing free 
trade aggreements

Financing 
increase 
production

Understanding 
the export 

market culture

Freight forwarding 
logistics

BARRIERS  
TO EXPORT

(AS % OF BUSINESS 
THAT ARE ALREADY 

EXPORTING OR HAVE 
PLANS TO EXPORT)

OF THE LARGER SECTORS REPRESENTED IN THE SURVEY:

BARRIERS TO EXPORT

OVERSEAS EXPORT DESINATIONS
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Jobs Growth 

EMPLOYMENT

Despite positive growth and employment sentiment, 
there are concerns about recruitment. Business 
experience with recruitment ranged from ‘not a 
problem’ to ‘dreadful’ with many of the interviewed 
businesses experiencing difficulty. The inability to recruit 
satisfactorily is a business scaling issue with larger 
employers more likely to report difficulties recruiting. 

While lack of skills registered as a major issue, 
businesses reported that this could be addressed 
through training. Their real concern was the attitude  
of prospective employees, particularly younger and 
lower skilled applicants, which is not a problem that will 
be remedied easily in a labour pool that is static and 
where attracting external labour is difficult.

For the more remote parts of the region, attracting 
management expertise is a significant issue which 
means business owners are working in-the-business 
rather than on-the-business. It is a factor influencing at 
least one business to consider relocating its head office 
to Adelaide.  

Businesses did not appear to differentiate between 
full time, part time or casual labour when considering 
recruitment issues. However, recruitment was a 
particular concern for businesses employing a seasonal 
workforce, and those employing back packers as 
seasonal workers. There is concern that the Federal 
Government’s proposal to tax earnings at the full rate 
(rather than the current concessional rate) will impact 
upon an already difficult recruiting environment.  

-100 0 100 200 300 400 500

2019/20

2018/19

2017/18

2016/17

CHANGES IN EMPLOYMENT NUMBERS TO JUNE 2020

NUMBER OF JOBS   Reduction   Growth

1531 
NEW JOBS  
IN TOTAL

BUSINESS EXPECTATION BY JUNE 2020

63% 
EXPECT TO HIRE 

ADDITIONAL STAFF

ALMOST 
EXCLUSIVELY IN 
LOW-SKILLED 

POSITIONS

62 
EXPECTED AMOUNT  

OF JOBS LOST

0 10 20 30 40 50

Wholesale Trade

Transport, Postal and Warehousing 

Retail Trade

Rental, Hiring and Real Estate

Professional, Scientific and Technical

Manufacturing

Information, Media and Telecommunications

Health Care and Social Assistance

Financial and Insurance Services

Electricity, Gas, Water and Waste Services

Education and Training

Construction

Arts and Recreation Services

Agriculture, Forestry, Fishing

Administrative and Support Services

Accommodation and Food Services

AVERAGE GROWTH IN JOBS PER BUSINESS  
TO JUNE 2020 BY SECTOR

NUMBER OF PREDICTED NEW JOBS PER BUSINESS

0 20 40 60 80 100

<5 Employees

6-20 Employees

21-50 Employees

>50 employees

PERCENTAGE OF BUSINESS IN 
EACH SIZE RANGE THAT EXPECT 
ADDITIONAL STAFF BY JUNE 2020

PERCENT OF BUSINESS  
IN EACH SIZE RANGE
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60% of respondents have moderate to very serious difficulty in recruiting staff. None 
of the 21-50 sized businesses had ‘very serious’ difficulty recruiting staff, but 4 of the 
9 large businesses (>50 staff) had serious recruitment difficulties – accounting for a 
predicted 215 new jobs. The most serious barriers to recruitment were:

  NUMBER OF 
 PREDICTED JOBS

1.  Manufacturing  
(food processing) business 225

2.  Construction business 160

3. Agriculture (horticulture) business 145

4.  Health Care and Social Assistance  
(Disability services) business 1. 120

5.  Health Care and Social Assistance  
(Disability services) business 2. 100

6. Retail Trade (hardware) 95

7. Agriculture (horticulture) business 70

 Total 915

60% 
PREDICTED 
NEW JOBS

43% 
LOCATION / 
ISOLATION

47% 
LACK OF 

QUALIFICATIONS

PERCENT OF THOSE REPORTING MODERATE TO SERIOUS DIFFICULTIES RECRUITING

59% 
LACK OF  

MOTIVATION

61% 
LACK OF  
SKILLS

WORKFORCE PLANNING

A third of employers across all businesses sizes had a workforce development plan – 
ranging from 26% of the small businesses to 56% of the large businesses. Only 15% of 
businesses said that they wanted help with workforce development planning.

10% 
RETAIL

12% 
CONSTRUCTION

19% 
HEALTH CARE & 

SOCIAL ASSISTANCE

91% OF NEW JOBS ARE PREDICTED TO BE GENERATED BY 5 SECTORS

21% 
AGRICULTURE, 

FORESTRY & FISHING

29% 
MANUFACTURING

7 
BUSINESSES  

ACCOUNT FOR

0 20 40 60 80

<5 Employees

6-20 Employees

21-50 Employees

>50 employees

MODERATE TO VERY SERIOUS DIFFICULTY  
IN RECRUITING STAFF BY BUSINESS SIZE

PERCENT OF BUSINESSES  
IN EACH SIZE RANGE
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Jobs Growth 

TRAINING

Businesses that completed the survey reported training 1,570 staff  
annually. Only 47% of these businesses use local providers (681 staff in 
training – or 43% of the training required by employers in the region).  
Those who did not use a local training provider mainly reported that: 

1) specific training can only be sourced in Adelaide/elsewhere, 

2)  most training is done in-house, and 

3)  local providers do not provide suitable training.

Employers who were 
planning to hire >10 
workers and who 
found recruitment 

difficult provided the 
following feedback 

on the skills and 
qualifications that 
were challenging: “Basic 

communication 
and arriving  

on time for work 
is difficult in 
candidates.”  

“Basic skills like 
thinking things 
through, caring 
about making a 

quality product.”

“It is hard  
to recruit skilled 
tradesmen, as we 

are located 250kms 
from Adelaide and 
we are competing 
with the mining 

industry.”

“Limited pool of  
potential capability, 

small population  
with low youth retention 

while large employers 
are looking for  
same skills and  
capabilities.”

16

4

3

5

142

17

Most training  
is in house

Use online 
training

Proprietory training 
needed that is not 
provided locally

Better results, 
flexibility and 

prices in Adelaide

Courses only  
offered in Adelaide

Haven’t been able to 
source suitable training

Local providers  
do not provide 
training we want  
when we want it

REASONS 
EMPLOYERS 
DO NOT USE 

LOCAL TRAINING 
PROVIDERS
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Infrastructure Investment

BUSINESS INVESTMENT

Strong capital investment forecasts were a feature of 
the online survey responses, with businesses reporting 
a high likelihood of capital investment across small 
and large projects. The largest number of investments 
were under $100k, however 10 businesses reported 
investment of over $1m over the next five years. 53% 
of intending investors say that there is a very likely 
chance of the investment occurring (in some cases it 
has already happened).

  Two thirds (67%) of responses to all factors indicated 
that the potential negative effect was ‘just possible’ or 
‘not likely’ – suggesting strong business confidence.

  Only 8% of businesses thought that skill shortages 
were ‘very likely’ or ‘had already happened’, suggesting 
that although businesses are experiencing difficulty 
recruiting, they are finding solutions to this problem.

  There was relatively minor concern over changes to 
$AUD exchange rates, with only two of the larger 
employers (both export overseas) stating this as 
‘very likely’.

The largest planned investments were in Plant  
and Equipment, (47% of the intended investment), 
followed by investment in staff (reflecting the jobs 
growth reported elsewhere in the survey). 

0 10 20 30 40 50 60 70

Buildings

Plant

Land

Staff

PROJECTED INVESTMENT TYPE

NUMBER OF BUSINESSES

 2016/17    2017/18    2018/19    2019/20

0 20 40 60 80 100

Business downturn

Market forces

Finance not available

Climate change

Skill shortage

$AUD rates

BUSINESS CONFIDENCE RE MAJOR IMPACTS

PERCENT OF BUSINESSES RESPONDING
  Expected   Not likely



13Jobs, Growth and Investment 2016-2020

Infrastructure

TELECOMMUNICATIONS

“NBN is coming!” is a common refrain but not all 
businesses appreciate the business development 
significance of high speed broadband. For some it is 
seen as a workforce attraction and retention issue, 
particularly for management level staff in the more 
remote parts of the region. However, there are a number 
of businesses, particularly those for whom data transfer and 
management is crucial, who find the existing broadband 
infrastructure inadequate for communication, marketing 
and logistics, participating in supply chains with larger 
companies, and in communicating with remote sites 
within their own businesses. 

The availability of broadband is a question prospective 
purchasers put to residential selling agents. 

Mobile telephone blackspots across the region are also 
a pressing problem.

ENERGY 

Electricity pricing and augmentation costs are a major 
issue for most businesses, particularly for those:

  Proximate to eastern state competitors which  
enjoy significantly lower energy prices

  Involved in intensive farming (poultry and piggeries) 
and retail and manufacturing which work in 
controlled environments or have peak demands  
(e.g. associated with foundries). 

It was more economic for one grower to install diesel 
generated power for a new packing shed rather than 
connect to the grid which was only 100 metres away. 

For horticulture the issue is quite vexing. There is a 
rapid transition from open to drip irrigation with an 
expectation that 80% to 90% of customers will go to 
drippers. Drip irrigation and filtration require pumps 
and the peak period for irrigation is in the  hottest 
period of the year when energy prices/unit are highest. 
Some growers are investing in diesel for peak periods.

For some businesses, securing different energy options 
occupies too much of their management time and 
should not be such a big part of their core business.

WATER SECURITY AND PRICING

Water is fundamental to the region, particularly for 
horticulture. While there are different sources of 
energy available there are none for water of any scale. 
The system of water allocation is not well understood 
by growers and there have been substantial changes 
over the last few years where water is now a tradeable 
commodity in the same manner as the share market 
– some growers are still struggling to understand 
this market. This is compounded by water allocation 
licensing where allocations can alter significantly in 
relatively short periods of time – the 2016/17 allocation 
has gone from 36% in July to 100% in August. The 
increase is welcome but this variability generates 
confusion and inefficiencies in water management. An 
added complexity is the change of land use, particularly 
from vines to almonds, where the latter has a higher 
water requirement.

NATURAL RESOURCES (LAND AND RIVER)

The availability and affordability of land is seen as a 
regional strength for all sectors. While the water has 
commercial value, the river ambience has not been 
fully captured. 

TRANSPORT

In general, the road transport network is considered to 
be adequate. However, there is a desire to strengthen 
economic and community links with Adelaide through 
stronger public transport links which is linked to 
improving recruitment options. 

The changing nature of transport logistics, particularly 
for grain haulage, where there is a growing trend for 
farm-gate pickup, is putting pressure on local road 
networks which have not been designed to carry larger 
B-Double traffic.

Waikerie Airport is sealed and licensed and available 
to accommodate trade flows. A proposal to sell the 
Renmark Airport and transform it into an international 
airport exporting fresh produce, that would also 
support an international flying school, is being 
considered. Under this proposal the Renmark Airport 
would become a transport hub, exporting freight 
direct into Asian markets.
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In Conclusion

  Business confidence in the Murraylands and Riverland 
is strong, with two thirds of businesses indicating that 
typical challenges such as exchange rates, climate 
change and skills shortages were unlikely to affect 
the growth of their business. 

  However energy costs remain a constraint, 
especially when competing or exporting interstate. 
Increasingly, businesses are looking to diesel 
powered generators to offset the cost of electricity 
from the grid. Water allocations for 2016/17 are at 
100% but the variability and uncertainty inherent in  
this system is creating inefficiencies and limits to 
growth. ‘Last Mile’ road infrastructure constraints  
are becoming an issue as B Doubles are increasingly 
used for farm-gate transport.

  Strong capital investment forecasts were a feature 
of the online survey responses, with small and large 
businesses reporting a high likelihood of capital 
investment. The largest number of investments 
were under $100k, however 10 businesses reported 
investments of over $1m over the next five years. 
47% of the planned investment was in plant and 
equipment and 29% was in staff.

  59% of businesses that responded to the survey  
are planning to grow. These 73 businesses project  
a growth of 1,531 new jobs over the next five years, 
with a corresponding loss across all businesses of 
only 62 jobs. Seven businesses account for 60% of  
new jobs – mainly in the manufacturing, construction, 
horticulture and health care sectors. Despite the 
predicted jobs growth, 60% of businesses had 
moderate to very serious difficulty in recruiting  
staff – the main deficiencies in potential staff were 
lack of skills and lack of motivation, although lack  
of qualifications and difficulties in attracting staff  
to isolated locations were also significant. 

  Employers requiring seasonal workers are concerned 
by the Federal Government’s proposal to tax back 
packer earnings, as this could decimate the seasonal 
labour pool and cause severe reductions in the 
horticultural and food processing sectors.

  Businesses reported training 1,570 staff annually. 
Only 47% of these businesses use local providers 
(681 staff in training – or 43% of the training required  
by employers in the region). 

  41% of surveyed business export out of the state, 
and 17% export overseas – with agriculture and 
manufacturing being the largest exporters.  
All overseas exporters also export interstate.  
67% of these have plans to expand their export 
activity. Of those not exporting, 16% have plans  
to export. The main barriers to export related  
to choice of market and knowledge of trade  
cultures within those markets.
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