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Lack of appropriate childcare in rural, regional and remote communities has long left many Australian farming 
families without reliable access to care, with 52% reporting inadequate childcare resources. This is more than 
a social concern: it is a significant but under-recognised structural constraint on farm business sustainability. 
Without dependable childcare, families are limited in their capacity to participate fully in either off-farm 
employment or on-farm work, yet this issue remains poorly understood in agricultural and policy settings. 

Using a qualitative, interpretive approach supported by secondary research, policy analysis and scenario-
based modelling, this study identifies poor childcare access as a key factor reducing both household earning 
capacity and farm profitability. When care is unavailable or unreliable, one parent, most often the mother, 
may be forced to reduce hours or withdraw from off-farm work altogether, weakening one of the main 
stabilisers of family farm finances: the combination of farm income and secondary earnings. 

These shortages do more than create inconvenience. They distort labour allocation and shape business 
decision-making across the farm. Of Australia’s 89,000 farming families, 65% generate off-farm income, 
meaning the effects of inadequate childcare are both immediate and cumulative. Over time, these pressures 
can slow career progression and limits the capacity for both partners to contribute equally to the financial 
performance of the family business.  

Indicative financial modelling suggests that improved childcare access could generate substantial gains in 
typical family farm settings - an uplift of more than $64,000 in off-farm income, and farm profitability 
improvements of up to $108,000 where childcare access supports income-generating activity. This finding 
supports the broader claim that childcare access has real economic value at farm level. 

The research identifies a clear policy misalignment with current arrangements still predicated largely on a 
childcare system designed around urban population density rather than the realities of family farming. 
Although recent reforms are presented as promising, the report argues they will fall short unless they 
genuinely address rural and remote service gaps.  

The most important contribution of this research is perhaps conceptual as much as practical. It establishes 
childcare as foundational infrastructure for agricultural participation and regional economic strength, rather 
than an optional welfare support. From that position, when targeted rural childcare investment is treated as a 
strategic enabler of labor participation and farm productivity substantial hidden value could be unlocked for 
Australian family farms and the wider agricultural sector.  

 Childcare access emerges as a hidden driver of family 
farm financial sustainability 
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