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Moree is a service centre, which supports an evolving mix of 

dryland and irrigated agricultural production. People have told us 

that changes in the local economy, particularly the loss of certain 

types of businesses, are affecting how they see their future.

Since 2001, there has been a significant reduction in the 

community population, with the emphasis being the changes to the 

town population. Corresponding to the reduction in employment 

(particularly between 2001–06) is a change in the structure of 

the local economy with generally challenging social and economic 

conditions in the community. Irrigated agriculture is an important 

yet variable contributor to the local economy using both surface 

water and groundwater. Cotton is the main irrigated crop and the 

irrigated area includes permanent citrus and pecan crops. Water 

recovery for the environment has reduced the volume of water 

available for irrigation by around 8%.
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Moree and surrounds 
What the research tells us
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POPULATION
 2001 2006 2011

Total area 
population

15,513 14,124 13,292

Total town 
population

9,249 8,084 7,722

Between 2001 and 2011, the Moree 
community population fell by 14% (2,321 
people). During this time, the town population 
fell by 17% (1,527 people). Most of the 
decline occurred between 2001 and 2006. 
The emphasis of population change has been 
associated more with the town than the 
farming community.

In 2001, 32% of the town population was 
45 years or older. This increased to 37% by 
2011. The change in population includes a 
3% decrease in the number of people aged 
45 years or older and a 23% decrease in the 
number of people under 45. Most of this 
demographic change occurred between 2001 
and 2006.

Northern basin range
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Social and economic conditions

EDUCATION
In 2011, 52% of the town population (aged 
over 15) had completed year 12. This 
increased from 47% in 2001. In 2011, 25% of 
the town population (over 15) had completed 
some post-school qualifications. This is an 
increase from 20% in 2001.

In 2011, Moree had index scores of  
3 for education and occupation, disadvantage 
and advantage, and disadvantage and 
2 for economic resources. In 2006, the 

index scores were 5 for education and 
occupation, disadvantage and advantage, and 
disadvantage and 4 for economic resources.

General social and economic condition
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EMPLOYMENT

In 2011, there were 4,482 full time equivalent 
(FTE) jobs in the Moree community (excluding 
seasonal jobs). From 2001, this represented a 
13% (694 FTE) decrease in jobs across the Moree 
community. Most of this decrease occurred 
between 2001 and 2006. Unemployment in 
the town of Moree was 5% in 2011.

In 2001, there were a similar number of jobs 
held in the agriculture and agriculture supply 
sector and the non-agriculture private sector 
(2,381 FTE). 

Between 2001 and 2011, employment 
in the agriculture and agriculture 
supply sector fell by 19% (405 FTE) and 
employment in the government services 
sector increased 16% (155 FTE). The non-
agriculture private sector jobs fell by 18% 
(425 FTE) between 2001 and 2006 and 
then stabilised between 2006 and 2011.

Seasonal workers, where demands are 
influenced by the area irrigated and 
technology changes, are not included in 
these estimates.

LAND USE
In the Moree community, 54% of the land area 
is used for dryland farming (predominantly 
wheat) and 38% is used for grazing. The area 
developed for irrigation represents around 8% 
of the land area. Cotton is the main crop grown 
when water is available. Other irrigated crops 
produced include pecans and citrus.

The irrigated area has varied between 6,753 
and 64,062 hectares. The maximum area 

developed for irrigation equates to 8 hectares 
per person.

0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%

Dryland
farming

Irrigated
production

Grazing

Northern basin range Moree

Land use
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IRRIGATION WATER 
AVAILABILITY
Water in the Moree area is sourced from 
the Gwydir catchment. The water sources 
are regulated and unregulated surface 
water and a small volume of groundwater. 
The availability of groundwater allows 
irrigators to produce irrigated crops even 
when surface water allocations are close to 
zero. In 2004, the Water Sharing Plan for the 
Gwydir Regulated River came into force which 
reduced the reliability of general security 
water licences. In 2006, the Lower Gwydir 
Groundwater Source Water Sharing Plan put 
in place a process to reduce groundwater use 
from 68,000 ML to 28,700 ML per annum.

Around 217 GL of surface water entitlements 
are associated with the Moree community. 
Since 2008–09, around 21 GL of surface 
water has been recovered from the Moree 
area through purchase and infrastructure 
investment by the Australian Government. 
Most of the water was purchased in 2009–10. 

Water savings arising from infrastructure 
investment, such as NSW State Priority 
Project—Irrigated Farm Modernisation Pilot, 
On Farm Irrigation Efficiency Program Pilot 
and NSW Basin Pipes, were around 5 GL. 

The net effect of the Commonwealth’s 
purchase of entitlements and infrastructure 
investment is a reduction in water available 
for irrigation of approximately 8%. This is 
additional to the water previously purchased 
by the NSW Government through the Wetland 
Recovery Plan, Riverbank Program and The 
Rivers Environmental Restoration Program.

Water recovered from the Collarenebri 
area also has flow-on effects for the Moree 
community. Approximately 4.6 GL of the 
Collarenebri water recovery is associated 
with general security entitlements held in the 
Moree community.
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Moree and surrounds 
From the locals’ point of view

Looking back
In 1955–56, the Gall Family planted the first 
commercial crop of cotton in north west NSW, 
on their property Tycannah — just south of 
Moree. This crop was mechanically harvested 
in 1957 at a cost of four pence a pound. 
At the time, hand picking costs were five 
pence per pound with the added expense of 
accommodating and feeding the men.

Stuart Gall now runs the farming operation 
at Tycannah. He recalls the cotton boom of 
the 1980s, when cotton gins went up around 
Moree and ran 24 hours a day for several 
months of the year — employing scores of 
people. At this time, locals referred to cotton 
as ‘white gold’ and the whole community 
benefited from cotton and irrigated crops.
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In town, Katrina Humphries, mayor and 
the owner of a local fish and chip shop, 
says mechanisation and agricultural 
industry advancements in the cotton 
industry have had a huge impact on 
her business. When ‘Roundup ready’ 
cotton was introduced shortly after 
2000, the need for cotton chippers was 
almost slashed overnight — cutting out 
job opportunities for unskilled workers. 
Rather than employ people to manually 
control the weeds in cotton crops by 
chipping them out by hand, growers could 
spray their fields with Roundup herbicide.

‘We used to supply $700 worth of 
sandwiches a week to a petrol station in 
town to feed cotton chipping crews. When 
cotton chippers were no longer needed, 
that market was completely wiped out.’
 Katrina Humphries

Moree has a high Aboriginal population, 
with 26% of residents identifying as 
Aboriginal in 2011. Many Aboriginal 
workers previously filled the cotton 
chipping positions.

Local hospitality businesses told us the loss 
of seasonal work has been a real blow for 
Moree. In the early 2000s, backpackers made 
up a significant sector of the community — but 
nowadays this inflow of people is insignificant 
to the local economy.

The technology changes led to significant 
reductions in the number of persons employed 
in cotton production, both in the seasonal 
and permanent workforce, which had flow 
on effects for employment in the broader 
economy. In particular, this affected the 
wholesaling of machinery and farm supplies 
and automotive repair.

Between 2001 and 2011 there had been 
a 55% decline in seasonal workers in the 
Moree area. This is a consequence of both 
technology changes in the cotton sector and 
the reduction in irrigated hectares based on 
water availability.

Droughts and floods are certainly not strangers 
to this rural community. In late 2011, Moree 
was hit by a major flood. In a cruel example of 
history repeating itself, the town was hit again 
by another flood in early 2012. More than 
400 homes were damaged; with many of them 
underinsured or not insured at all.

In response to the flood however, from 2012 
to 2014, there was a large injection of funding 
— $40 million, for the Moree Plains Shire flood 
damage restoration program. 

Last year, phase 2 of the town’s long awaited 
bypass was completed, which saw a 90% 
reduction in heavy vehicle traffic through the 
town centre. While this project has brought 
many benefits, locals say it has contributed to 
the downturn in the local economy.
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Managing change —  
a business owner’s view
Peter Birch started the agricultural supply 
store B and W Rural in Moree more than 
25 years ago. He has seen many changes in 
the business structure of the town over the 
years, with around 100 businesses closing 
their doors in that time. However, Peter says 
the town is resilient and continues to have a 
vibrant economic community with other new 
business finding success here.

Peter says some agricultural related 
businesses have been hit hard by reduced 
water availability across the last two years. 
While he says the government buybacks have 
had a significant effect, the long term drought 
has also had an impact on Moree.

As Moree’s business landscape has evolved 
over the last two decades, so too has B and W 
Rural. Its client list has halved in recent years, 
but it now services four times the area since 
it opened its doors. Farms in the district are 
getting bigger, with fewer families involved.

B and W Rural prides itself on hiring local 
people, and bringing staff through the ranks 
into management positions.

Down the road, David Tait from Tait Auto 
Group invested $7 million into his business 
because of the confidence he had in the town 
and the farming community. 

David says when the town gets water, it’s a 
different place and people have money to 
spend on items like new cars. However, his 
customers need to get the crop off before they 
will spend money.

While David employs 42 full-time staff across 
the sales and servicing sector of his Moree 
business, he says it is difficult to retain staff and 
keep things going when customers are scarce. 

What’s happening now?
Looking at the school system in town and 
Moree Public School Principal Adrian King has 
been involved for over 20 years. He says his 
school has remained fairly stable in recent 
years, with a student population of around 620.

However, around 15 years ago, Adrian told us 
that both the two state public schools would 
have had a combined population of more than 
1,000 students. Now he says that number is 
closer to 750.

‘My interpretation is the town’s population 
has declined significantly in recent years 
and the overall student population is 
declining as well.’ 
 Adrian King

There has been a distinctive shift in 
the business structure and employment 
opportunities around Moree in recent times. 
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Historically, people have travelled from 
surrounding towns such as Mungindi and 
Collarenebri to work in Moree.

However, local business leaders told us that 
significant businesses have moved their head 
office operation out of Moree to towns such as 
Toowoomba, Tamworth, Armidale and Sydney. 
The local businesses are now run as a ‘satellite’ 
office in Moree. That is, they may send staff 
to Moree to service the town and businesses 
one day a week or fortnight. This change 
has affected job opportunities for people in 
surrounding areas. Further, the highly skilled 
people leaving town affects Moree’s resilience.

In a good cotton season, the cotton gins in 
the Moree district remain a good source of 
employment for unskilled seasonal workers. 
During good years, when water availability 
and cotton yields are favourable, these gins 
can operate 24 hours a day, 7 days a week, for 
up to 4 months. When gins aren’t operating in 
Moree, there are not many alternative work 
options for unskilled workers. 

On the farm at Tycannah, Stuart Gall says 
dryland farming now dominates the landscape 
due to government policies, changes in farm 
input costs, cotton prices and fluctuations in 
the weather. Farmers are now very nervous 
about how their business can be affected by 
‘the stroke of a pen’.

Moree Real Estate’s Paul Kelly says he was 

involved in the government buyback of 
licences in the Moree area. He says farmers 
were paid for entitlements by the Australian 
Government and selling this water reduced 
their debt. However, compensation beyond 
the licence holder for buyback, didn’t reach 
the community. 

For example a property near Collarenebri 
sold their water entitlements in 2009–10 
to the Australian Government. From his 
perspective, this had negative flow-on effects 
for Moree businesses, such as contractors 
and freight services.

Paul says the housing market in Moree is weak 
at the moment. A contributing factor is water 
availability for agriculture.

There is a growing local government sector, 
a reliable stream of income from welfare 
payments and tourism to sustain the town, 
particularly during low allocation years. 

From an environmental perspective, Moree’s 
Aboriginal community is concerned about the 
health of the river. They are also concerned 
about the potential for future employment. 
Locals told us when the water is clear, 
Aboriginal people catch fish and have protein 
in their diet. When the water is muddy, 
hospital staff in Moree say the general health 
of the Aboriginal population declines because 
they stop fishing.
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