





Talking Business with PETER SWITZER

Robbie
Sefton

is both a sheep farmer and
successful business woman.
Bringing her bush skills to the
boardroom, Robbie created
Sefton & Associates, a company
that advises both national and
international corporations on
how to do business in the bush.
She shares some of her unique
insights with us today.

www.seftonpr.com.au

PS Eleven years ago Robbie Sefton, Founder of Sefton &
Associates, a communications and marketing company,
took a business, along with 4,000 sheep, from WA across
the Nullarbor Plain to country New South Wales. Robbie
has advised national and international businesses, as well
as government ministers, about rural and regional Australia
and to farms on a wide range of issues including mulesing,
bio-security and child safety. Today we're going to talk about
business in the bush.

Welcome to Talking Business Robbie.
RS Hello Peter.

PS Robbie, why don'’t you just tell us your background? |
think my producer actually called you The Farmer’s Wife
and | thought, no, no, it's not the farmer’s wife, it's the
publicist and the farmer, because in a sense the poor old
farmer lives in your shadow doesn'’t he?

RS Oh Alistair sometimes gets called Alistair Sefton, which
is often amusing, and | sometimes get mistaken for being a
bloke having a name like | do, but | think it's interesting that
sometimes women who live and work on the land often get
called farmer’s wives, yet there’s so many more dimensions
to women in the bush than being a farmer’s wife. They're
often the people that are shaping and influencing the
decisions on farms and they're often the people managing
the business as far as often doing strategy as well as doing
the finances, the farm books. They're the ones that liaise
with the accountant, the banker, that type of thing, and
they’re sort of the glue of the farm in many ways, and of
course the glue of the family, but importantly the glue of the
community which is just so vital for farming communities.

PS I always argue, behind every successful man’s a very
surprised women, Robbie, and I'm sure your husband would
agree with that. Now, you do a lot of public relations for
businesses in the bush, therefore you've got a very good
finger on the pulse of what’s going on in the bush, so how is
the bush going?
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RS It's going okay, it's pretty tough. As in the general
media, what you hear are the really highs or the really lows,
particularly, you know, we’ve really had some challenging
times. We've had seven years of drought in Eastern
Australia, we've had the horrendous floods and fires in
Northern Australia and Southern Australia, and we've found
that, for farming and particularly the rural communities that
those farms are in, has been really challenging. But the
enormous resilience and the robust and can-do attitude of
rural people is quite remarkable, so we're seeing that farms
are actually getting bigger. There’s recent research out by
Westpac which their Agret Business Index demonstrates
that in the next five years, 45% of farmers and businesses
associated with farming in rural and regional Australia will
be exiting or they’ll need a succession process, so they’ll
either be selling, closing up or changing. So in five years
we’re going to see some remarkable change. We have seen
young people leaving the bush but I'm really passionate
about encouraging a different conversation for rural and
regional Australia. | think it's great for young people to leave,
have a great education and get fantastic jobs and great
expertise, but | really encourage them to bring those back.
You often see, like | meet with people all around Australia in
major cities, when I'm with people in the city environment |
see these young people with young children that are going,
oh my god the kids in the bush get to kick a footy, play
netball, do all of that weekend sport, have a great life with
not lots of security around them, and so I'm encouraging
people to think about coming back in their late 20s or early
30s and bring the skills and expertise with them and be
entrepreneurial, start a great small business and then create
careers for young people in the bush.

PS We're talking to Robbie Sefton, of Sefton & Associates.
Well Robbie, you've actually created a great business. Tell
us about your business in the bush?

RS Well, we've been around for a while. Like many small
businesses it’s pretty tough, cash flow is king. We've been
around for 20 years. We started in Western Australia

and specialising in agribusiness communication work
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Robbie there, and then we moved across here, as you said, with
Sefton 4,000 odd sheep, all enjoying canapés and cocktails on
the trip over the Nullarbor with our Border Collie dogs
and stock horses, we looked like The Griswalds gone
bush when we arrived here. And our business is a public
relations and communication company that specialised in
getting messages into the bush for our clients. They're all
corporate, or government, or scientific type of clients, so
organisations like Westpac, Woolworths, Grant Thornton as
our corporate examples, and then Federal Government, we
do a lot of work for the Feds in looking at getting some of
their policies out into rural and regional Australia. Plus we do
work for the research development corporate such as Meat
and Livestock Australia, those type of organisations.

PS But you've also had employees who don't actually go to
work where you work.

RS That's right.
PS You actually have home based business...?

RS Right across Australia. The model of the business is
one of a lot of flexibility, but because of the work we do it's
really quite pressured and deadlines are extraordinary. And
also when you're working in a very high strategic level you
really need to have the smarts about you, so we found that
they’re a fantastic bunch of people in the bush who have
had really great jobs all around the world and have married
these farmers and gone, oh my god what am | going to
do? So we've sort of found those people or they’'ve found
us, and they work in our team, usually they've got young
children and so we have all this great flexibility, and they're
very skilled. So they’re the people who are working with us
externally, we rely heavily on good internet speed as well as
our phones and things, and then we’ll often travel to major
metro areas on an as needs basis. I'm travelling all the
time, I'm Qantas’ most frequent flier from regional Australia,
and so we’re very flexible with our attitude. The good thing
is with the time zones, we work with three creative teams
across Australia, so some of our creatives, the best ones
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Robbie we work with, are in WA and they can turn work around

Sefton overnight, so the time distance really helps for us. Then
we get to work in this sort of, a bit like a, pressure cooker,
then we walk outside and go, oh god we're in the bush.
Sometimes you feel like you're in the middle of Pitt Street or
Burke Street or whatever. We all have this great balance in
our lives, so on the weekends | go home, like this weekend
we’re sheering at the moment so I'll be mustering sheep this
weekend and just doing some drenching, things like that.

PS So you're mustering politicians and business clients
during the week and sheep on the weekend? [laughter]

RS And | don’t know who'’s harder to muster sometimes.
As they say, herding cats, but let me tell you, it's always a
great challenge.

PS Clearly the internet age has really made it easy for
someone like you to create this entrepreneurial operation in
the bush, and | guess that’s why you're saying other people
should be thinking laterally to see how they can actually
create businesses in the bush?

RS Absolutely. | walk and talk that opportunity. We really
need fast broadband, there’s no denying it, if there is ever a
divide between rural and regional and our urban cousins it
will be helped managed by having good broadband access,
so that's critical.

PS So you mean to say some National Party voters might
be looking at Labour saying they're delivering what | want?

RS | guess the beauty of Sefton & Associates is we do not
walk any political line but we do demonstrate what's needed,
and then what you can then do with the infrastructure

that you've got. So when we moved across the Nullarbor

we moved to a really beautiful little community called
Coonabarabran, which is where the Warrenbungles are, most
magnificent, in North West New South Wales, and that was
10-11 years ago. The internet only had just come in so we've
been right at the beginning of it and we've used it strategically
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Robbie daily, live on it. So just like most others, we’ve got all the
Sefton gadgets that you need and life without it, everything stops for
us. Like most other businesses, we all rely so heavily on it, so
it's just critical, and | do encourage people to consider it. So
you can literally be in a community of around 3,000 people
or on a farm or sitting in a back paddock, which | often have
been, and you could be working.

PS It sounds very alluring for many people on the plane I'm
sure. Robbie, thanks for joining us on Talking Business.

RS Thanks so much Peter.
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