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FREIGHT EXTRA 

Health staff exodus fear

MORE than $100,000 in fi-
nancial incentives to lure 
trainee doctors and nurses to 
Victoria could lead to a mass 
exodus out of South Australia, 
the state opposition has 
warned.

The Liberals are urging the 
government to take a more 
proactive approach to ensure 
health workers are not enticed 

across the border. But the gov-
ernment dismissed the calls as 
“one-liners with no sub-
stance”, and said any extra 
payments would be chewed up 
by the higher cost of living in 
Victoria.

Opposition health spokes-
woman Ashton Hurn said 
“health hungry” Victoria had a 
clear plan to poach our health 
workers.

KATHRYN BERMINGHAM

REPORT, PAGE 11

Grilling for big banks

THE big four banks are being 
summoned to Canberra to be 
publicly grilled about whether 
customers are getting a fair 
deal as interest rates sky-
rocket.

The bosses of Common-
wealth Bank, ANZ, NAB and 
Westpac have been ordered to 
face a parliamentary econom-
ics committee. 

The committee is vowing to 
hold the banks to account, 
warning them against ripping 
off  customers on home loan 
and deposit interest rates.

The annual grillings were at 
risk of being cancelled, but 
federal Treasurer Jim Chalm-
ers has requested that the 
committee extend those hear-
ings for this term of govern-
ment.

STEPHEN DRILL

REPORT, PAGE 4

FIXING a chronic shortage of work-
ers and housing across country South 
Australia will help turbocharge the 
state’s economy and deliver more 
than $44bn worth of future projects, 
community and business leaders say. 

Official figures show almost 
36,300 regional jobs were vacant in 
the past year with the biggest staff 

shortages recorded in the Barossa 
Valley, Murraylands, Riverland and 
South-East. 

Regional Development Australia 
estimates more than 776 projects 
across country SA worth $44.7bn are 
slated over the next five years. But busi-
ness owners, including Bordertown’s 
Shane Longbottom, are having to buy 
properties to house their workers.

ANDREW HOUGH

REPORTS, PAGES 6&7

Solving skills, housing crisis 
will deliver $44bn boost
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Tatiara Industrial Repairs owner Shane Longbottom, 55, 
front, with workers Clement Dinning, 26, back left, and 

Toby Brown, 17, at their Bordertown workshop. 
 Picture: Ben Clark

FIXING a chronic shortage of 
workers and housing across 
country South Australia will 
help turbocharge the state’s 
economy and deliver more 
than $44bn worth of future 
projects, community and busi-
ness leaders say. 

Official figures show al-
most 36,300 regional jobs 
were vacant in the past year 
with the biggest staff shorta-
ges recorded in the Barossa 
Valley, Murraylands, River-
land and South-East.

With an average country 
unemployment rate of just 3 
per cent, almost all industries 
are experiencing shortages 
but the most acute are in agri-
culture, medical, construction 
and hospitality. 

There are six jobs available 

for every current agriculture 
graduate. 

Regional Development 
Australia, a country network 
funded in SA by the three lev-
els of government, estimates 
more than 776 projects across 
regional SA worth $44.7bn are 
slated over the next five years.

Major projects include a 
Port Augusta green concrete 
facility and an offshore wind 
farm near Kingston, SE.

Calling for specialised tax 
breaks and waiving of govern-
ment charges such as stamp 
duty, industry leaders have re-
vealed desperate farmers and 
business owners have bought 
their own worker accommo-
dation to help recruit staff.

As some country residents 
wait more than three years to 
build a house, rental vacancies 
are at a 16-year low.

Regional Development 

Australia’s SA chairman, for-
mer premier Rob Kerin, said it 
was a “wicked problem” in 
every country area, which 
threatened investment worth 
billions of dollars.

“It’s stifling growth, that’s 
really the issue,” he said. “It’s 
very hard to build your busi-
ness. It’s hard enough to get 
workers anyway but when 
you do it’s just as hard to 
house them. 

“It’s a bloody nightmare 
and really frustrating.”

Federal Liberal MP for Bar-
ker, Tony Pasin, said shorta-
ges were his electorate’s main 
issue from the Barossa Valley 
and Riverland to the Murray-
lands and South-East. 

He said it was the country’s 
“single biggest handbrake”.

He said worker programs, 
such as the Pacific Australia 
Labour Mobility scheme, 

needed to be permanent as 
the temporary solution was 
“like putting a Band-Aid on a 
bullet wound”.

“More worryingly is they 
(businesses) are deferring in-
vestment decisions because 
they will not be able to meet 
their contracts,” he said. 

“This issue is having a seri-
ous impact on virtually all re-
gional communities.”

There are 481,000 people 
living in regional SA, which is 
27 per cent of the state’s popu-
lation, according to the 2021 
Census. 

A quarter of SA’s $118bn 
gross state product is generat-
ed in the regions, government 
data shows. 

Despite rising interest 
rates, Elders state manager 
Philip Keen said regional SA 
was Australia’s best-perform-
ing housing market last year 

as prices spiked 15 per cent. 
Underscoring extreme home 
demand and a lack of supply, he 
said many country renters were 
on huge tenant waiting lists. 

There were just 288 avail-
able rental properties across re-
gional SA in December, the 
lowest vacancy rate since 2007. 

Primary Producers SA 
chairman Professor Simon 
Maddocks said availability of 
adequate housing was a “major 
challenge”, particularly during 
vintage and harvest.

Further pressure has been 
heaped on country housing 
stocks after an influx of city res-
idents during the pandemic and 
then those who can’t afford a 
metropolitan property, he says. 

He called for more regional 
hi-tech workers and also those 
for basic production work.

“There’s an age-old problem 
of how to get people to under-
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SPECIAL REPORT:  In the past year there have been 
more than 36,200 job vacancies in country SA. But 
a dire shortage of homes, and employers begging 

for workers, means at least $44bn worth of projects 
are under threat unless drastic action is taken.
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 Rental crisis sweeping through Yorke Peninsula with just eight 

ONLY eight properties are 
available to rent across the en-
tire Yorke Peninsula, inhibiting 
growth in the region and leav-
ing many moving or living 
there without a roof over their 
head.

Local real estate leaders say 
the shortage has inflated prices 
and forced some moving to the 
region into expensive short-
term accommodation. They say 

the only solution is to build 
more homes. A search on real-
estate.com.au at the weekend 
for rental properties on the 
Yorke Peninsula returned only 
eight available houses. 

Elders Real Estate Yorke 
Peninsula principal Len Eas-
ther said a rental shortage start-
ed emerging before Covid-19 
and the pandemic had exacer-
bated it. “We just don’t have 
any vacancies, we haven’t had 
vacancies or problems filling 

vacancies for about two years,” 
he said. “A few of our landlords 
have decided to sell because of 
the way the market is and the 
people buying them are buying 
them for holiday homes.” 

Ray White Yorke Peninsula 
property management team 
leader Brooke Neale described 
the rental crisis as “really, really 
bad”. “Two years ago it would 
not be uncommon to have 24 
rental properties available in 
just the Copper Coast area, now 

you’re lucky to find two or 
three,” she said. “The average 
rental price was about $250 a 
week two years ago, the aver-
age rental price at the moment 
is about $350 a week. 

“A lot of people are strug-
gling also because of the price.” 

Kalie Ashenden and her 
husband, Will, decided to move 
to Kadina, from Queensland, 
with their dogs Latch and 
Frank, last year to be closer to 
family. The couple was unable 

EVA BLANDIS 

Kalie Ashenden and her husband William Murray. 
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division last year, SA Water 
advised that its water supply 
was “at capacity” and the new 
industrial development could 
not be serviced. Ms Champ-
ness said supplies relied on a 
groundwater lens from Tati-
ara Creek but reduced flows 
had increased salinity, mean-
ing the aquifer was not re-
plenishing to meet demand of 
2800 residents.

“Infrastructure work is 
now required to meet increas-
ing demand and ensure the 
long-term security of (our) 
water supply,” she said.

SA Water advised extend-
ing the River Murray pipeline 
45km from Keith would cost 
$43m. Labor ministers were 
briefed in June last year dur-
ing Country Cabinet. An SA 
Water spokesman said it was 
“exploring a broad range of 
infrastructure solutions and 
the associated costs” to help 
development and ensuring re-
liability of supply.

decent wage. We’re here to 
spend money and grow but 
we can’t because we can’t get 
staff. It’s a nightmare and 
we’re not alone.”

Meatworks JBS, which 
employs the area’s biggest 
workforce, spent $3m in late 
2021 buying a local motel to 
house 70 food process staff.

Plant manager Trevor 
Schiller, 60, said he could hire 
another 50 workers today to 
join his 500-strong work-
force, who produce $1bn 
worth of meat a year. 

“Ongoing labour shortages 
are a challenge for our busi-
ness,” he said. “(This) has 
been compounded by a lack of 
affordable housing and infra-
structure.” 

Tatiara District Council 
chief executive Anne Champ-
ness said the latest industrial 
estate sold in six months in 
2020 and a next stage is plan-
ned for 28 new allotments. 

But while preparing land 

de, 39, said the large road-
blocks “dampens your spirit”.

Mr Staude, who could hire 
three new tradies for his 15-
year electrical business, ac-
cused state and federal 
governments of years of inac-
tion. “They just think small 
towns just putter along,” he 
said. “You will be surprised 
that our regions are flying 
along but we need their sup-
port.”

Shane Longbottom, 56, has 
been forced to buy several 
homes to help house workers 
for his Tatiara Industrial Re-
pairs business of 25 years, lo-
cated on the northwest 
industrial park.

“We never say no to a job – 
we’ll work out a way to deliver 
– but we’ve got enough work 
to see out the year already,” 
said the father of two, in be-
tween calls for new orders and 
queries.

“I could put a dozen people 
on right now and a pay them a 

THE state’s upper South-East 
is considered ground zero for 
South Australia’s regional 
worker and housing crisis. 

Bordertown, 18km west of 
the Victorian border, is a hot-
spot of intense demand for 
rental accommodation and 
homes to meet an abundance 
of well-paid jobs.

Community leaders say al-
most every business could 
hire more staff today, such as 
mechanics, tradies, processor 
workers for crops or meat 
work, cleaners, hospitality 
staff and farm hands.

Compounding the housing 
shortage and rental crisis is a 
mains water problem, which 
locals say is preventing new 
home and commercial land 
construction 270km south-
east of Adelaide.

Tatiara Business Associ-
ation chairman Daniel Stau-

Lots of work needed to solve problems
ANDREW HOUGH 

BORDERTOWN

stand agriculture is not just 
about dust, dirt and work 
boots,” he said.

Citrus SA chairman Mark 
Doecke, who is a Riverland 
farmer, said he took weekly 
phone calls from workers 
wanting a home, including one 
last week for accommodation 
for May’s picking season.

Opposition Leader David 
Speirs is developing a state mi-
gration strategy. “It has crept 
up quite rapidly but it needs 
some pretty significant and 
deft policy solutions,” he said.

In separate statements, 

Skills Minister Blair Boyer, 
Human Services Minister Nat 
Cook and Regional Develop-
ment Minister Clare Scriven 
said the government was tack-
ling the crisis and spending 
more than $200m on housing 
and on training.

“As a nation we are facing 
the most acute skills shortages 
in decades and the key to ad-
dressing this is by rebuilding 
TAFE, improving completion 
rates and making our training 
system more agile and respon-
sive,” Mr Boyer said.
EDITORIAL: PAGE 22

JBS plant manager Trevor Schiller outside his Bordertown plant. He says he could employ a further 50 people to 
join his 500-strong workforce but a lack of housing and labour is a significant hurdle. Picture: Ben Clark

JBS meat production workers, from left, Aizhu Fu, 55, from 
China, Ma Leah Saraosos, 41, of the Philippines and Pavi 
Ellangkouan, 27, from Malaysia. Picture: Ben Clark

properties available
to find a rental property in the 
area for six months, forcing 
them to camp in Ms Ashen-
den’s mother’s backyard. 

“We found three available 
rentals in six months that 
would consider pets,” Ms Ash-
enden. She said they had lost 
hope of finding a rental by 
around Christmas and it had an 
effect on their mental health.

After a six-month search, 
they secured a rental in Port 
Broughton about a fortnight 

ago. “It’s made a difference to 
our wellbeing because we’re 
now in a position where we 
have space,” she said. Single-
mum Deni Penhall was also left 
without housing when the 
owner of her North Beach rent-
al chose not to renew the lease.

“It was heartbreaking when 
they told me,” Ms Penhall said. 

Ms Penhall and her  son 
Riley, 8, still haven’t found a 
rental property and have since 
moved in with family. 

Regional 
population

481,000
(or 27% of SA’s 
population)

REGIONAL SNAPSHOT
Economic 
output/gross 
revenue

$63bn
(or  26% of SA’s total 
output)

Sources: ABS, Primary Industries, Regional Development Australia, SQM research

Gross regional 
product

$29bn
(or 25% of SA’s GSP 
of $118 billion)

Areas with the 
biggest job 
shortages

Barossa Valley 6298

Murraylands & 
Riverland 6225

Limestone Coast 6042 

Rental Vacancy 
Rates Dec 2022
Eyre Peninsula  0.5%

Kangaroo Island 0.2%

Murraylands 0.4%

Northern SA 0.7%

Southern SA 0.7%

Yorke & Lower North 0.3%

Median 0.5%

Regional projects
At least 776 regional projects under consideration 
over next five years with a value of almost $44.7BN


