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Terms of Reference
PARLIAMENTARY COMMITTEES ACT 2003
REFERRAL OF INQUIRY TO THE RURAL AND REGIONAL COMMITTEE

INQUIRY INTO THE CAPACITY OF THE FARMING SECTOR TO
ATTRACT & RETAIN YOUNG FARMERS & RESPOND TO AN
AGEING WORKFORCE
To the Rural and Regional Committee ‐‐ for inquiry, consideration and report no later
than 8 February 2012 [extended to 30 May 2012] on the capacity of the farming
sector to attract and retain young farmers and respond to an ageing workforce and the
committee is asked to:
(a) examine the benefits to the agriculture sector of attracting more young farmers
(including youth and early career workers).
(b) examine the factors that affect the ability of the agriculture sector to attract and
retain young farmers including, but not limited to:
(i) the profitability and business competitiveness of agricultural and other
industries;
(ii) farming business acumen and recruitment strategies (including diversity);
(iii) remuneration packages and opportunities;
(iv) career pathways for youth and early career workers;
(v) existing models of farm business (ownership and management); and
(vi) the factors that influence rural quality of life including, but not limited to:
(A) resource and service access;
(B) farm family health;
(C) access to skills development and off‐farm employment;
(D) leadership and other capabilities within the community;
(E) partnerships and networks (formal and informal); and
(F) the Victorian economy and government policy; and
(c) provide strategies and recommendations that will promote the realisation of the
benefits identified above.
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Chairman’s Foreword
The long‐term success of the farming sector in this state is crucial to the lives of all
Victorians.
For that reason I believe that every government must keep the agricultural sector
firmly on its radar.
In particular, we need to foster a thriving modern agricultural workforce, as this Final
Report of the Inquiry into the Capacity of the Farming Sector to Attract and Retain
Young Farmers and Respond to an Ageing Workforce shows.
We know that the farming sector is experiencing a labour shortage of around 100,000
workers across Australia. The Committee encountered this figure from a number of
sources throughout this Inquiry. The Deans of Agriculture say that there are currently
6‐7 jobs for each agricultural science graduate – at least.
But why should we only focus on attracting young people to meet this shortage?
I know first hand how important young blood is to any farming business. To boost the
viability of the sector as a whole; to ensure the longevity of family businesses; to draw
in young people who are comfortable with new ideas and technology; to contribute to
the sustainability of our rural communities; and to ensure we don’t waste any of the
emerging opportunities in agriculture. How do we do this? The Committee has made a
number of recommendations and observations around issues such as: agriculture in
schools; education and career pathways; recruitment strategies; starting out in
agriculture; pathways to ownership; business models and business management;
remuneration; succession planning; human resource management; and effective
networks.
Linking all of these issues is one important fact: we must improve the image of
agriculture in the community. To achieve this we are asking government to partner
with industry, communities, and the education and training sector, to work together
to improve the image of agriculture in the community at large.
As farmers, I know it’s not in our nature to constantly talk up our successes, but we
have to get better at doing that. The young people that we spoke to for this Inquiry,
Rural and Regional Committee
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who are committed to their careers in agriculture, all told us that the image of
agriculture is a real concern to them. I want to strongly emphasise this message to
industry: we have to talk about our successes so that everyone knows what a
rewarding choice a career in agriculture can be.
In fact, throughout this Report you’ll see many profiles of young people committed to
a career in agriculture and demonstrating the success that career choice can lead to.
I hope that this Report not only provides direction for government and the agricultural
industry about how they can foster agriculture as a choice for young people. I hope
that reading about successful young people in the industry in Victoria also inspires
those who are thinking about entering the industry.
My colleagues and I on the Committee were encouraged to hear about what young
Victorians are doing in their careers, some of them just in their early twenties. Their
stories contain part of the answer to how the farming sector can attract and retain
young people.
My sincere thanks go to the many people who assisted us in this Inquiry. The
Committee was welcomed in every Victorian community we visited and we are
grateful for the contribution to our work that individuals we met with have made.
During this Inquiry the Committee heard from 300 witnesses, at 17 public hearings,
received 71 submissions, undertook two workshops with experts, many consultation
sessions and seven site visits. I thank our witnesses and those who made submissions
to the Committee’s Inquiry. In particular I thank those families who welcomed us to
their own farms, during site visits, to see where and how they work. We are very
grateful for the opportunity they provided us.
I thank the members of the Committee for their collegiality, their interest in this
subject matter and their open minded approach to the issues.
On behalf of my Committee colleagues I wish to thank our dedicated Secretariat staff,
Lilian Topic, Patrick O’Brien, Miruna Varman and Jacqui Fyers, for their support for the
work of the Committee during this Inquiry.
Finally, I’d like to thank the more than sixty young people who participated in our
Youth Forum held at Parliament House in February 2012, including those who stepped
up to be leaders. It was inspiring to hear from so many passionate and committed
young people in agriculture, and the day reminded me that the industry in Victoria has
a very bright future with such talent to support it.
I believe that this Report reflects the concerns of those we met with and addresses
them.
I urge the Victorian Government – and the agricultural industry – to look closely at our
observations and Recommendations.
I commend the Report to the Parliament.

Paul Weller MP
Chairman
May 2012
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Executive Summary
Chapter 1: Image
During its Inquiry into Farm Sector Capacity the Rural and Regional Committee heard a
great deal of evidence around community perceptions of the role and value of
agriculture as a career. It was clear to Committee members early on during this Inquiry
that agriculture’s ability to attract and retain young people in rural Victoria is greatly
impeded by its negative image. It must be noted that the source of much of this
negative image can be found in rural communities themselves – often among those
families living and working in rural Victoria, teachers and other educators, industry,
and the media. Given that personal ties, family advice and early exposure to beliefs
about certain professions can be instrumental in the career decisions young people
make, the Committee believes this is of concern.
School careers advisers can reflect, and further reinforce and strengthen, this
negativity among their students. The ability of careers advisers to promote a career in
agriculture – even in rural areas – may be hindered by a lack of knowledge of the full
range of career options in agriculture available to young Victorians. We believe that
young people may also be hesitant in choosing agriculture because they are
discouraged by those in their communities, such as friends, family and teachers, with
whom they have relationships early on in their school life.
The Committee believes that although all sectors of agriculture, government and the
community must work together to improve the image of agriculture, industry must
lead this process. It is the Committee’s view that by working in partnership with the
education sector to inform careers advisers of the many opportunities agriculture has
to offer young people, industry would develop and improve agriculture’s standing in
rural and urban communities. It is clear to the Committee that it is vital for industry to
wholeheartedly celebrate its successes. Government can partner industry in this
process, but the Committee believes that industry must take the lead.
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The Committee has recommended that the state government work in partnership
with the farming sector, to improve the image of agricultural careers among young
Victorians and increase the knowledge of agricultural careers among Victoria’s careers
advisers.

Chapter 2: In school
During this Inquiry the Committee heard from many experts that demand for high
school agricultural courses has been declining in Victoria, indeed across Australia, over
recent years. This decline featured prominently in the media during the time this
Inquiry was held. When we examined what is occurring at an earlier stage of
education the Committee learnt that agricultural courses are currently not widely
available in high schools across rural and regional Victoria. Where agricultural courses
are available, they frequently need a local ‘champion’ to promote the benefits these
courses offer young people and advocate for their inclusion in the curriculum.
Having spoken with educators and young students themselves it is very clear to us that
young people enjoy and benefit from direct exposure to agriculture through active
farming experiences and school‐based apprenticeships. The Committee believes that
industry can play a significant role in providing this ‘hands on’ experience to school
students. The ‘Cows Create Careers’ program is a good example of industry accepting
this responsibility. The program is popular in the schools across Victoria where it is
available.
The Committee notes that young farmers learn many skills and acquire knowledge
from older mentors, often while engaged in on‐farm work experiences or school‐
based apprenticeships. We heard that the mentoring aspect of school‐based
agricultural learning is often the most significant aspect and can lead to students who
would otherwise leave school making a commitment to complete their education
while developing a career in agriculture.
Including agriculture in the school curriculum has many varied benefits. However, the
Committee learnt that there is a lot of misinformation regarding compliance issues
throughout the farming sector, which may be preventing young people from gaining
practical farming experience.
As a measure of how important offering agriculture in schools is to young people
themselves, it was a recommendation of the Committee’s Youth Forum in February
2012 that agriculture be included as a compulsory subject in the Victorian school
curriculum.
The Committee has recommended that the state government investigate ways in
which agricultural courses can be made more widely available in schools across rural
and regional Victoria, including investigating any impediments to work experience
programs or school‐based apprenticeships (such as misinformation about compliance
issues). The Committee has also recommended that the state government support
mentoring programs across rural and regional Victoria.
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Chapter 3: Attracting young farmers
The Committee’s knowledge of what attracts young people to agriculture increased
throughout this Inquiry. Being a farmer can mean working very hard, but this was not
necessarily seen as a disincentive. Like all sectors, some jobs in agriculture can be
menial and performed in isolation, while others are interesting, challenging and very
rewarding.
The desire to ‘be your own boss’ seems to be particularly attractive to young people in
the farming sector. This emerged as one of many factors that contribute to making a
career in agriculture attractive. In a survey conducted by the Committee over 130
young people responded with ideas about what attracts them to agriculture. Other
factors included a desire to be involved in 'feeding the nation'; benefiting from 'good
career opportunities' and a 'healthy lifestyle'; ‘helping farmers be the best farmers
they can’; and ‘working with animals’ and in a ‘dynamic and diverse’ industry.
Agriculture is already a highly professional and highly skilled sector and increased
technological knowledge will continue to be important for farmers in the future. As
such, the Committee believes that there are jobs in the farming sector suitable for a
wide range of professionals and skilled young people, not just those young people
graduating with agricultural degrees. This wide net includes the likes of finance
professionals and graduates from the environmental sciences. The Committee also
believes that advertisements for farming jobs must highlight the professional nature of
agricultural work. At the Committee’s Youth Forum in February 2012 a group of young
people discussing the image of farming and attracting young people decided that an
ideal promotional slogan would be ‘Agriculture has a career for everyone’.
The Committee heard different views about the worth of promoting agriculture to
young urban populations. Many people believe that young farmers gain a passion for
agriculture through family experience. This is true but it is not the full picture. We met
with a number of young people who currently work in the farming sector and who are
from an urban background. A career in agriculture can be appealing to young people
with a wide range of interests and from many walks of life.

Chapter 4: Starting out in agriculture
The definition of ‘farmer’ is broad. It can entail being a land and business owner, a
contractor or an employee.
This is significant when it comes to concern over the high start‐up costs facing young
people entering agriculture, something about which the Committee heard a great
deal, particularly from older farmers. These concerns can be traced directly to the
‘ownership’ definition of ‘farmer’.
We heard from a younger generation that they are not necessarily motivated by
ownership of property in the same way that the older generation were. The increasing
size of farms across Victoria means that it will become increasingly difficult for young
people to buy land outright. The Committee believes that industry must showcase
wealth creation opportunities and business models in the farming sector beyond the
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acquisition of property. Contracting and farm management, for example, are good
career opportunities for young Victorians.
There is a misconception that farm ownership is only possible for young people from
farming families. In fact, young farmers explained to the Committee that there are
many different pathways into farming and opportunities for wealth creation. The
Committee heard that leasing and sharefarming are valid alternatives to ownership –
and in some cases act as a pathway to ownership. Although sharefarming is well
developed in Victoria, especially in the dairy industry, leasing is less well understood.
At our public hearings, meetings and site visits the Committee explored other
pathways to ownership that exist in agriculture, including shared equity partnerships
and incremental purchases (as opposed to outright purchases).
Interest rates and stamp duty are ongoing areas of concern for young farmers wanting
to purchase land. Off‐farm income continues to feature strongly in agriculture for
farmers facing financial barriers to farm ownership.
The Committee has recommended that the state government review the financial
support it provides young Victorians entering the farming sector. The Committee has
also recommended that the state government evaluate innovative lending schemes
aimed at young farmers, including linking young farmers with more experienced
farmers willing to undertake collaborative business ventures.

Chapter 5: Business management
During this Inquiry many witnesses spoke of their passion for farming. However, the
Committee believes that farming has to be approached primarily as a business.
Today’s young farmers increasingly require sophisticated business management skills
to be successful. These skills include financial management, human resource
management, marketing and planning.
Young farmers must have the ability to manage the controllable and uncontrollable
variables that comprise modern farming. Examples of controllable variables include
skill levels and competence, while uncontrollable variables include commodity prices
and the weather. Farm incomes are tied to fluctuating commodity prices, terms of
trade and the weather. A successful farmer will be talented, skilled, educated, resilient
and passionate.
It is the Committee’s view that industry needs to keep government and the education
and training sector informed about how they can best contribute to developing young
farmers’ business management skills.
The Committee has recommended that the state government work in partnership
with industry and contribute to the sector by investigating and promoting new farm
business models.
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Chapter 6: Remuneration
Wages vary across the farming sector and are dependent on a number of factors,
including productivity and profitability. The Committee notes that, as with all sectors,
high wages are an important tool in attracting and retaining young people to the
farming sector.
The Committee heard anecdotal evidence suggesting that many farming businesses
pay above award rates and believes this to be the case. However, accurate and up‐to‐
date data covering the whole sector is not readily available. Further, the Committee
learnt that data on remuneration in agriculture does not always reflect salary
packages, which may add as much as one‐third to base salaries. We believe that this
means the picture that is presented about how lucrative it is to work in agriculture can
be inaccurate.
Young farmers’ skills are transferable across many sectors in the economy, in
particular mining. Although agriculture does lose young people to the mining sector,
the Committee believes the farming sector also has the ability to attract young people
back when they are ready to embark on a more personally rewarding career, start a
family or improve their quality of life. The Committee learnt the ways in which
agriculture can compete with other sectors in the economy, including through career
opportunities, quality of life and lifestyle.

Chapter 7: Succession planning: planning for the future
Succession represents the most common form of entry into the farming sector. The
Committee understands that succession planning is one of the most difficult subjects
for families to discuss as it touches on issues broader than inheritance. These other
issues include notions of fairness and financial security. The Committee believes that
the number of Victorian farms with a succession plan in place is too low. This is
especially important as the farming sector continues to age and farm models evolve.
The Committee approached this subject with an open mind. It is an area which
governments have attempted to influence many times, and young people have told us
is important to them. However, determining the correct approach is not easy.
There is no one succession planning model that suits all farming families. However, the
Committee learnt that families should: a) consider separating the land from the
business when developing a succession plan; and b) start as early as possible and
develop the succession plan over time.
The Committee concluded that information on succession planning is readily available
across Victoria, but new promotion methods need to be developed for that
information to reach more farmers. We heard at our Youth Forum in February 2012
that many young people find it difficult to broach the subject of succession planning at
home but that once dealt with succession planning can provide everyone in a family
with the security they value.
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The Committee recommended that the state government work towards increasing
awareness and early adoption of succession planning in the farming sector.

Chapter 8: The workplace
Human resource management skills are becoming increasingly important as the
farming sector slowly evolves beyond the traditional family farm model and both farm
size and productivity levels increase. In particular, high staff turnover is a large
financial cost for businesses. The Committee learnt that human resource management
has not been a traditional focus of the farming sector, but practices are developing as
businesses strive to become ‘employers of choice’.
The Committee believes that the agricultural workforce values the same working
conditions as other sectors, including flexible hours and the chance to experience jobs
across the whole economy. Supporting the health of farmers is another important
factor in sustaining the farming sector workforce.
The Committee learnt that different models of farming present different challenges
and opportunities to young Victorians. Amenity farming can increase the price of land,
but it can also offer management opportunities for young people. Corporate farms
also offer good wages and career opportunities for young people.
In this Report the Committee recommended that the state government work with
industry to improve recruitment and employment practices across the farming sector,
and recognise those who are succeeding as employers of choice.

Chapter 9: Workforce development
The statistics and research that the Committee examined during this Inquiry told us
that the farming sector workforce is characterised by a relatively low level of formal
qualifications. The Committee believes that the increasingly skilled nature of modern
agriculture requires a more highly trained workforce and that individual success in
modern agriculture is linked to a person’s skill levels. It also notes that young
Victorians who have completed tertiary courses in agriculture are in high demand in
the workforce. We share the concern of many at the low take up of tertiary places in
agriculture.
It is the Committee’s opinion that industry must work more closely with the education
and training sector to increase demand for agricultural courses, including degrees,
among young people. Young people graduating without the skills needed by industry is
known as a ‘skills mismatch’ – industry must take the lead in correcting this mismatch
by defining its exact skills shortage. Brokers can also play an important role in bringing
industry and the education and training sector together.
The Committee learnt that education and training delivery methods need to be more
flexible to meet farmers’ needs. For example, agricultural education and training can
sometimes be delivered as skills sets – or ‘building blocks’ – as opposed to full
qualifications only.
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The Victorian Training Guarantee is a funding package aimed at increasing access to
vocational education and training. Some in the farming sector are calling for the
Victorian Training Guarantee to be extended, to cover young people interested in
agriculture but already holding a qualification. Scholarships are another way in which
many young people pay for their tertiary education.
Young people are attracted to technology, but the Committee heard that technology is
also driving down job numbers in the farming sector. Nevertheless, there remains a
shortage of workers in the industry.
The Committee notes that the commercial fishing industry is facing similar concerns
over skill levels as are experienced in land‐based agriculture.
The Committee has recommended that the state government strengthen the links
between the farming sector and the education and training sector.

Chapter 10: Education and career pathways
The Committee believes that young people interested in studying agriculture should
be able to identify a clear pathway from school through to higher education. Career
pathways in employment should be equally clear. The Committee learnt that these
education and career pathways are currently not well identified for young people
across rural and regional Victoria. The Committee believes that it is the responsibility
of the farming sector to develop and promote these pathways for young Victorians.
The Committee heard concern about the effect corporate farming will have on the
fabric of rural communities in Victoria. However, the Committee believes that large
corporate farms offer valuable opportunities for career progression, management
roles and development of a broad range of skills.
The Committee has recommended that the state government fund the development
of an agriculture ‘skills passport’ that identifies all of the holder’s qualifications and
skill levels.

Chapter 11: Networks
The Committee’s Youth Forum in February 2012 confirmed much of the evidence and
information we heard throughout this Inquiry. In particular, that networks are
essential for young people working in an industry partly characterised by isolation.
Young Victorians rely on networks to meet their professional and social needs and to
stay connected to their communities. The Committee learnt that networks help young
farmers learn through both formal and informal methods. As such, the Committee
believes that industry has a role in developing and supporting young farmer networks
and mentoring programs (an important learning tool in agriculture).
The Committee has recommended that the state government continue to support
young farmer networks and mentoring programs across Victoria.
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Chapter 12: Communities of choice
An attractive farm sector is dependent on vibrant rural communities that offer high
quality services, including health and education. Fewer people working in agriculture is
a threat to the liveability and sustainability of rural communities. This is because it
becomes harder for government to provide services to areas where the population is
falling.
The Committee heard that there are several social and community impediments to
attracting young people to the farming sector. These include a shortage of
accommodation and issues around working in isolation.
The Committee acknowledges that young Victorians are encouraged to leave rural
areas, to access education, career and other life experiences. It is then up to rural
communities to provide young people with a good reason to return. The Committee
heard that returning home to start a family is a strong motivating factor for young
rural people.
Along with those mentioned above good quality telecommunications is another
important service in rural communities, improving both social and business
opportunities for young Victorians.
The Committee has recommended that the state government work in partnership
with rural communities and other levels of government to provide the infrastructure
and services these communities need to remain vibrant.

Chapter 13: A whole of economy approach
After speaking to farmers and other experts, young people wishing to enter the
industry, and those in an established career in agriculture the Committee holds the
firm belief that attracting and retaining young people to the farming sector requires a
whole of economy approach. That is, government, industry, and the education and
training sector must work together to develop long‐term, region‐specific strategic
thinking and support for the agricultural workforce. This approach is critical to the
future success of agriculture in Victoria.
The Committee observed that there are challenges in working with a multifaceted and
sometimes fragmented farming sector. However, all parts of the industry have a
contribution to make and efforts to bring them together are both necessary and
worthwhile.
Research and development is crucial to developing innovative farming methods that
drive productivity. Agriculture has led other sectors in the economy in productivity
increases, but productivity growth has eased in recent years (as it has across the wider
economy). Productivity and profitability are intrinsically linked and it is the
Committee’s view that productivity in the farming sector can be increased through
improved collaboration in a whole of economy approach.

Page xx

Rural and Regional Committee

Executive Summary |

The Committee learnt that many of the best farmers in Victoria are young farmers
learning their skills from the top performing older farmers while introducing their own
innovations.
There are a wide variety of views as to the best way for government to support the
farming sector. The Committee recommended that the state government examine the
delivery of extension services in Victoria, with the aim of identifying gaps in these
services that may hinder productivity growth in the farming sector.
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Recommendations
Recommendation 1
That the state government convene a ‘round table’ with industry peak bodies to
discuss the findings and recommendations of this Inquiry.
The goal of the ‘round table’ would be to emerge with a plan for:



Ongoing cooperation including an annual summit hosted by government
Provision of a more accurate and industry relevant set of data to the government
on an annual basis, such as information about wages; age of workforce; number of
graduates entering the industry; and proportion of workforce entering from
outside the sector
 Forecasting future workforce shortages and development needs to ensure
accurate and effective planning for recruitment and training
 Identifying opportunities for co‐investment in priority action areas or in joint
industry–government pilot projects.
i.87

Recommendation 2
That, in recognition of the important role of careers advisers in secondary schools, the
state government appoint a rural industries careers adviser within the Department of
Primary Industries or Primary Skills Victoria.
The role of the rural industries careers adviser would be to:





Promote agricultural careers to students
Have direct contact with schools to build awareness of the range of opportunities
in agriculture
Be involved in careers expos and field days
Educate careers advisers about the merits of agriculture and associated
professions and opportunities that are available
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Provide direct links for agriculture with the Careers Education Association of
Victoria
 Identify farm advocate speakers for schools
 Work with industry to promote careers and training pathways.
1.67

Recommendation 3
That the state government encourage peak industry bodies to increase their
communication with high school careers advisers, to ensure information about career
pathways and career opportunities in agriculture remains relevant, up‐to‐date and
easily accessible. This process could include providing careers advisers with on‐farm
experience.
1.67

Recommendation 4
That the state government partner with peak industry bodies to promote a positive
image of agriculture, including reference to skill sets, salary packages, technology and
lifestyle.
The funding should be directed at:


Supporting roles for ‘ambassadors’ or ‘champions’ to reach young people directly
with a view to establishing an ongoing ‘ambassadors’ program to go into high
schools and speak to students directly
 A Young Farmer of the Year award
 Buying media space for a broad advertising campaign.
1.100

Recommendation 5
That the state government work with industry to support the development of an
information and promotion campaign highlighting opportunities for young people and
new farmers in niche agricultural industries.
Such a campaign could focus on the relative ease of entry into the industry, its
profitability and environmental credentials.
1.111

Recommendation 6
That the state government include modern images of agriculture and food and
fibre producers in its information and marketing materials, to change the public’s
‘traditional’ view of the agricultural industry including the importance of health and
well‐being.
1.111
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Recommendation 7
That the state government, in conjunction with students, develop an innovative online
education tool aimed at high school students.
2.17

Recommendation 8
That the state government investigate what the current impediments to teaching
agricultural education in Victorian schools are with a view to implementing measures
to deal with those.
2.27

Recommendation 9
That the state government fund the expansion of agricultural curriculum into more
secondary schools. The goals of such an initiative would include:



Exposure of students to the industry while they are making career choices
Provision of opportunities for meaningful farm and sector‐related experiences as
part of the school curriculum
 Promotion of agriculture as a focus for school camps and excursions endorsed as
educational experiences by the Department of Education and Early Childhood
Development
 Targeting of local qualified teachers to become teachers of agriculture‐related
courses.
2.27

Recommendation 10
That the state government continue to fund programs which allow students to gain
industry experience in regional areas.
2.44

Recommendation 11
That the state government establish a rural industries mentoring scheme, in
collaboration with schools and rural and regional industries. The goals of the scheme
would be to provide education support for the next generation of farmers from an
older generation with a wealth of knowledge and experience in the industry.
2.65

Recommendation 12
That the state government investigate current liability and compliance requirements
on farmers who wish to allow young people onto their farms for mentoring or work
experience purposes with a view to removing unnecessary impediments and providing
accurate information to farmers regarding the requirements.
2.74

Recommendation 13
That the state government provide funding to package the Mansfield agribusiness
program for consideration and adoption by other schools; for a facilitator to be
Rural and Regional Committee
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responsible for that role and to assist in its broader establishment; and to meet the
costs associated with running such a program for schools willing to take it on.
2.91

Recommendation 14
That the state government do a costing study on the introduction of effective reforms
to the agricultural education approach in Victoria. The costing study would include:


Introduction of agricultural high schools in Victoria, based on the model currently
operating in Western Australia
 Consideration of the cost of introducing further agricultural components into the
curriculum at a range of high schools particularly in rural and regional areas
 Development of currently underutilised resources such as the Dookie Campus of
the University of Melbourne
 The need for a role such as Director for Agricultural Education as exists in Western
Australia.
2.106

Recommendation 15
That the state government develop stronger links between the Department of Primary
Industries and the education and training sector through allocation of a designated
senior officer to this role, such as a Director for Agricultural Education who would be
able to communicate with the rural sector and have a strong understanding of on‐ and
off‐farm training as well as other key state and federal programs and services that
would be of benefit.
2.106

Recommendation 16
That the state government review the take‐up of current programs that provide
support for young farmers through:




Stamp duty exemption through the Assistance to Young Farmers program
Young Farmers First Farm Grant
Young Farmers Finance Scheme.

The purpose of the review would be to determine whether these programs should be
expanded or include other elements. For example:
 Further tax breaks for land purchase
 Cow leasing or
 Sharefarming.
4.44
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Recommendation 17
That the state government undertake evaluation of innovative lending schemes and
farm finance products designed to support young farmers in particular as well as new
entrants to the industry. For example:



Equity partnerships that facilitate progress towards farm ownership
Vendor finance models that allow for equity contributions (cows, machinery etc) to
be combined with bank loans and external investment and that include tax breaks
 Brokerage arrangements to facilitate lease agreements and which provide
incentives to farmers seeking retirement to lease their land by taxing rental
payments at lower rates.
4.53

Recommendation 18
That the state government support and promote the establishment of a system that
matches young people wishing to enter farming with older farmers who are willing to
undertake collaborative business or employment ventures including mentoring
assistance on their property.
4.125

Recommendation 19
That the state government, in order to encourage young people into agriculture,
investigate and promote alternative forms of farm business ownership to young
people, including but not limited to:





Share options
Incremental ownership
Family farms
Separating land ownership from business ownership.

Research and analysis into models operating in similar farming countries and that
provide opportunities for attraction of young farmers may need to be undertaken.
5.60

Recommendation 20
That the state government in partnership with industry develop training courses
explaining the different business models that exist in agriculture.
5.60
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Recommendation 21
That the state government consolidate its efforts towards increasing awareness of the
importance of succession planning in the agricultural sector through:



Supporting the introduction of succession planning into tertiary education subjects
Increasing funding incentives for succession planning, including conducting
campaigns promoting the importance of succession planning, delivered by the
Department of Primary Industries
 Introducing a succession planning element to the Department of Primary
Industries’ presence at agricultural field days.
7.69

Recommendation 22
That the state government include a succession plan as a requirement for any financial
assistance (other than disaster assistance) which it provides to farmers.
7.69

Recommendation 23
As a means of promoting good employment practices in agriculture that the state
government sponsor an Employer of Choice in Agriculture Award on an annual basis.
8.77

Recommendation 24
That the state government support agricultural industries to establish information and
support programs in order to enhance the professional recruitment and retention
capabilities of farmers through sound human resource management. The People in
Dairy program provides a good model.
8.90

Recommendation 25
That the state government work in partnership with peak industry bodies to promote
awareness of farmer health needs and work safety. This would ensure increased
knowledge of farmer health and work safety in the agricultural workforce.
8.99

Recommendation 26
That the state government encourage greater collaboration between the education
and health sectors to ensure (i) that agricultural education providers add health
components to their courses and that (ii) health education providers recognise that
farmer health has unique characteristics that make it a group worthy of particular
focus and specific service delivery.
8.99
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Recommendation 27
That the state government encourage Local Learning and Employment Networks to
identify how they can achieve better links between the farming sector and education
and training providers through this network.
9.104

Recommendation 28
That the state government provide funding of $10,000 to support development of a
business case for the establishment of an ‘Agricultural Learning Centre’ in rural or
regional Victoria. The centre would complement research and education institutions
through provision of industry showcasing / guest speaker forums, work experience
opportunities, training and scholarships.
9.115

Recommendation 29
That the state government consider implementation of an ‘Agriculture Rural Bonded
Scholarship’ for students undertaking agricultural science degrees or higher level
vocational qualifications. The scholarship would bond the participant to working in a
rural context for a period of time in an extension function or as a careers adviser
within a secondary school in order to create a pool of careers advisers who have a
strong agricultural focus.
9.144

Recommendation 30
That the state government review ways in which sea experience can be acquired for a
young person wanting to be a coxswain, for example the possibility of including time
spent maintaining a boat in dock. This should be done while acknowledging the
importance of sea experience, in particular in regard to safety.
9.160

Recommendation 31
That the state government, through Marine Safety Victoria, consult with the
commercial fishing industry to identify and remove any anomalies in acquiring formal
qualifications.
9.160

Recommendation 32
That the state government fund the development of an agriculture ‘skills passport’ or
‘green card’ that identifies the holder’s qualifications and skill levels irrespective of
provider.
10.72

Recommendation 33
That the state government ensure an ongoing strong working relationship between
the Department of Primary Industries and all young farmer groups representing the
next generation of young farmers.
11.26
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Recommendation 34
That the state government support development of a mentoring model for Victorian
Young Farmers, to assist them in growing their membership.
11.35

Recommendation 35
That the state government examine the Young Dairy Development Program with a
view to facilitating application of such a development program to other food and fibre
production sectors.
11.44
Recommendation 36
That the state government provide funding support for mentoring programs
developed by industry peak bodies.
11.71

Recommendation 37
That the state government provide support funding for networking programs
developed by farming sector organisations as an incentive for bodies to formalise
these activities.
11.71

Recommendation 38
That the state government work with rural communities and other levels of
government to support the development of appropriate infrastructure and services.
12.28

Recommendation 39
That the state government examine the delivery of extension services in Victoria with
the aim of identifying gaps in services. In particular, the state government should
examine the following elements of extension service delivery in Victoria:


Provision of productivity advice to smaller, lower income farms which can be an
entry point into the industry
 Development of strategies to assist farmers to deal with the volatility of agriculture
 Identification of new diversification opportunities utilising available infrastructure
such as power and water
 Provision of funding for on‐farm advice and support from external providers.
13.95
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Introduction
Key Message
 Through a galvanised whole of economy approach – industry taking a leading role
partnered by government, education and community – we will secure a healthy
farming sector attractive to young people.

i.1

This Inquiry is based on an assumption: that an increasingly ageing farming
sector needs to be rejuvenated by a younger generation. As baby boomers
retire in ever growing numbers businesses will need to be passed on and a
skilled workforce replaced.

i.2

A thriving farm sector, supported by a healthy and skilled workforce is
important to the future of all Victorians. The Rural and Regional Committee
was given an Inquiry in 2011 to look into the issue of farm sector workforce
capacity, particularly to examine how government can contribute to attracting
and retaining young farmers in this sector.

i.3

Our Terms of Reference can be found at page (iii) of this Report.

i.4

The Committee was interested to observe the different assumptions made by
witnesses throughout this Inquiry on what is meant by the term ‘farmer’. Some
witnesses spoke with the assumption that the term defines people who own
their own land and business; others had farm workers and contractors in mind
when talking about ‘farmers’. Interestingly, in its submission the Victorian
Government devotes time to defining the ‘farming sector’ and ‘young people’
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but not ‘farmers’.1 These differences are discussed further below in relation to
the subject of financial barriers faced by young people.

Why young people?
i.5

It seems self‐explanatory that the farming sector would benefit from attracting
and retaining young people. Yet at the beginning of this Inquiry that remained
no more than an assumption. The Committee was keen to put this assumption
to the test.

i.6

The broad spectrum of evidence gathered as to why exactly the farming sector
needs to attract and retain young people stretched from social through to
economic reasons. They include:






To boost the viability of the sector as a whole
Family businesses in particular rely on new generations to secure their
longevity
Young people are comfortable with new ideas and technology, giving the
sector vibrancy and strength2
An intergenerational transfer of knowledge that combines best current
practice with new ideas
Young people, especially young families, ensure the long‐term
sustainability of rural communities.

The workforce
‘The methods used to produce food and fibre on Australian farms have
changed significantly over time and with it what it means to work in
agriculture.’3

1
2

3

i.7

Three key trends around workforce capacity are apparent in the farming
sector: declining workforce numbers; an ageing workforce; and fewer but
bigger farms.

i.8

Intrinsic to any discussion on labour shortages is the size of the farming sector
workforce; that is, the number of jobs available. Here the Committee draws on
the work of Neil Barr, Senior Social Researcher at the Department of Primary
Industries – as did the Victorian Government’s submission.

Victorian Government, Submission, Number 70, 31 October 2011.
However, it is important to note, as stated in the Victorian Government submission to this
Inquiry, that the skill level of all farmers should be addressed directly and the workforce
developed as a whole.
Davison S, ‘A career in agriculture – what does the future hold?’, Farm Institute Insights, February
2011.
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i.9

As noted in the Victorian Government’s submission, Barr reports that the size
of the farming sector workforce in Australia has been steadily declining for a
number of years. This decline is the result of a number of factors. Firstly, the
long‐running drought reduced confidence and employment opportunities.
Added to this is the structural change in farming, as improvements in
productivity through greater reliance on technology mean less labour is
required. This declining trend has been observed throughout the world: the
more developed the economy, the smaller the agricultural workforce, even as
production increases.

i.10

In the 30 years up to 2003–04, agriculture led all industries in Australia with an
average productivity growth of 2.8 per cent per year.4 Since the beginning of
this century, however, the rate of productivity growth in Australian agriculture
has been declining,5 as indeed it has across the whole economy.6

i.11

Research estimates that the long‐term trend for employment in the primary
industries and forestry is flat to negative.7 The Department of Education,
Employment and Workplace Relations found:
In the ten years to February 2010, employment in Agriculture, Forestry and
Fishing fell by 83,800 (or 19.1 per cent) to 355,500…This equates to a
decline, on average, of 2.1 per cent per annum, the largest decline of the
19 broad Australian and New Zealand Standard Industrial Classification
(ANZSIC) industries.8

i.12

4
5
6

7

8

The Rural Industries Research and Development Corporation compared
employment figures for Agriculture, Forestry and Fishing in specific regions of
Australia with the wider economy between 1996 and 2006. As the table below
reveals, agriculture performed poorly. Although the report did not look
specifically at Victoria nevertheless the Committee believes that it shows that
this is an issue affecting agriculture across Australia:

National Farmers’ Federation, Farm Facts 2012, National Farmers’ Federation, Canberra 2012.
Jamie Penn, Chief Commodity Analyst, ABARES, Regional Outlook Conference, 30 June 2011.
Port Jackson Partners, Earth, Fire, Wind and Water: Economic opportunities and the Australian
commodities cycle, ANZ Insight Issue 1, August 2001.
Victorian Government, Submission, Number 70, 31 October 2011; SED Consulting, Workforce
Development Plan for the Victorian Grains and Dairy Industries, Victorian Government,
Melbourne 2010; Gray I, ‘What are the factors affecting the ability of agriculture to attract and
retain young people? A review of the research literature prepared for the Department of Primary
Industries, Victoria’, September 2011; Deloitte Access Economics, Victorian Skill Needs in 2011: A
summary of industry intelligence, Skills Victoria, Melbourne March 2011.
Department of Education, Employment and Workplace Relations, Employment Outlook for
Agriculture, Forestry and Fishing, Commonwealth of Australia, Canberra 2010.
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Changes in employment between 1996 and 2006
Region
Agriculture, Forestry and
Overall employment
Fishing
Mackay Whitsunday
‐22.3%
25.2%
Northern Slopes and
‐9.9%
4.4%
Northern Central Plains
(New South Wales)
Murray Lands (South
‐12.4%
6.3%
Australia)
East Kimberley
1.7%
15.8%
Wheatbelt (Western
‐15.4%
‐0.7%
Australia)
South West (Western
‐10.2%
37.7%
Australia)
Source: Rural Industries Research and Development Corporation, Australia’s Rural
Workforce: An analysis of labour shortage in rural Australia, Rural Industries Research
and Development Corporation, Canberra 2009.

9

10

11

12

i.13

The Rural Industries Research and Development Corporation ascribes these
losses to the drought and economic restructuring.9 Indeed, some evidence
suggests the decline in farming jobs began in the middle of the last century.10
Other reasons for falling job numbers include: shifting consumer spending
patterns; falling commodity prices; easing of government support; and the
reduction in trade protection.11

i.14

However, it must be remembered that the shortage of young people entering
the farming sector means there is a labour shortage at the moment and for the
foreseeable future, one that will be exacerbated as baby boomers retire. As
Pratley says: ‘Job opportunities are not the problem now or into the future.’12

i.15

It is commonly agreed that the farming sector is experiencing a labour shortage
of around 100,000 workers across Australia. The Committee encountered this
figure from a number of sources throughout this Inquiry. For example, a 2010
Australian Farm Institute report, Towards a Better Understanding of Current
and Future Human Resource Needs of Australian Agriculture, found that in 2008
there were 305,000 people employed in agriculture across Australia, with an

Rural Industries Research and Development Corporation, Australia’s Rural Workforce: An analysis
of labour shortage in rural Australia, Rural Industries Research and Development Corporation,
Canberra 2009.
Department of Agriculture, Fisheries and Forestry, ‘Issues Paper to Inform Development of a
National Food Plan’, Commonwealth of Australia, Canberra 2011.
Deloitte Access Economics, Victorian Skill Needs in 2011: A summary of industry intelligence, Skills
Victoria, Melbourne March 2011.
Pratley J E, ‘Workforce planning in agriculture: agricultural education and capacity building at the
crossroads’, Farm Policy Journal, Vol 5, No 3, August Quarter 2008.
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undersupply of 96,000 full‐time workers and 10,000 part‐time workers. These
figures average out to 101,000 FTE (full‐time equivalent) positions.13

13

14

15
16

17

i.16

The National Farmers’ Federation has also argued for a very similar figure. Its
Labour Shortage Action Plan 2008report reaches that conclusion via two
sources. A Department of Employment and Workplace Relations (now
Department of Education, Employment and Workplace Relations) 2007
publication Agriculture, Forestry and Fishing Employment Outlook stated that
agriculture lost 107,800 jobs between 2002 and 2007 because of the drought.
The National Farmers’ Federation also quoted Australian Bureau of Agricultural
and Resources Economics and Sciences figures showing that agriculture had
lost 77,000 jobs in that period.14

i.17

In the report the National Farmers’ Federation states: ‘The NFF is therefore
concerned that as the drought subsides and production reapproaches the
2001/02 levels, around 80,000–100,000 workers will be needed nationwide.’15

i.18

The National Farmers’ Federation repeated this figure in mid‐2011 on its
Twitter account.

i.19

Trying to put a financial cost to the sector of this shortage is difficult. The
recent Commonwealth Government’s Standing Committee on Education,
Employment, and Workplace Relations’ Inquiry into Meeting the Education and
Skills Requirements for the Agriculture Sector in Australia heard that these
labour shortages are costing Australian agriculture in the region of $150 million
each year in lost productivity.16

i.20

The second key workforce trend observed in the research is the ageing
demographic of the farming sector. In part, the agricultural workforce is ageing
because the Victorian population is ageing. Between 1998 and 2010, Victoria’s
median age increased from 35 years to just under 37 years, a trend that is set
to continue well into the future. However, in 2009, Agriculture, Forestry and
Fishing had the highest median age of all industries (48.0 years compared with
39.0 years for all industries).17

i.21

The ageing profile of the agricultural sector also reflects the ageing profile of
western economies in general. The Committee heard that every country and
every sector is ageing as the ‘baby boom bulge’ works its way through the
economy. We are also all living longer and therefore working until later in life.
Some people even propose that the best way in which to respond to an ageing
workforce may be simply to wait for the baby boomers to retire. While there is
some merit in this approach, simple patience is merely storing other problems

Australian Farm Institute, Towards a Better Understanding of Current and Future Human Resource
Needs of Australian Agriculture, Australian Farm Institute, Sydney 2010.
National Farmers’ Federation, 2008 Labour Shortage Action Plan, National Farmers’ Federation,
Canberra 2008.
Ibid.
See: www.theage.com.au/victoria/labour‐shortage‐costing‐farmers‐150m‐a‐year‐20120105‐
1pmvz.html.
Department of Education, Employment and Workplace Relations, Employment Outlook for
Agriculture, Forestry and Fishing, Commonwealth of Australia, Canberra 2010.
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for later on. Agriculture must also face up to the current shortage of succession
plans in farming families and the need to develop business models that do not
depend on the purchase of expensive land.
i.22

Another discussion the Committee engaged in was that as overall workforce
numbers fall it is only natural to expect a concurrent drop in the number of
young people entering farming. However, Barr’s research shows that the
decline in younger age groups entering farming – in particular among women –
has been much more dramatic than in middle aged groups; while there is no
evidence of any fall in entrants over the age of 55. This dramatic decline in the
number of young people entering farming is seen in the fact that between 1976
and 2006 the number of people aged between 20 and 30 years entering
farming fell by about two‐thirds.

i.23

It is also important to note here other research on farming sector
demographics. For example, consulting firm Holmes Sackett conducted a
survey of farms across Australia and found many young farm managers and
assistant managers – those making important decisions on farms.18 The
Committee also heard from several witnesses at its public hearings who stated
that many of the better performing farm owners and managers across Victoria
are young people.

i.24

While there is undoubtedly a shortage of agricultural workers in Victoria,
especially young workers, evidence on where the shortages are and in what
fields is mostly anecdotal. The Rural and Regional Committee believes that
there is a clear need for industry in particular to collate this data and use it in
partnership with the state government as an aid to filling labour shortages.

i.25

The Rural and Regional Committee allocated a portion of this Inquiry’s time to
determining exactly where in the farming sector these labour shortages exist;
that is, what industries are most affected. In doing so, the Committee was
faced with an abundance of statistical information and data collated by many
different groups across both Victoria and nationally.

i.26

These include but are not limited to:





18

19
20
21

22

Primary Skills Victoria’s submission to this Inquiry19
The Victorian Government’s submission to this Inquiry20
SED Consulting, Workforce Development Plan for the Victorian Grains and
Dairy Industries21
Rural Industries Research and Development Corporation, Australia’s Rural
Workforce: An analysis of labour shortage in rural Australia22

McEachern S, Farmstaff 2008: Finding, keeping and rewarding people in agriculture, Holmes
Sackett and Associates, Wagga Wagga 2008.
Primary Skills Victoria, Submission, Number 11, 4 August 2011.
Victorian Government, Submission, Number 70, 31 October 2011.
SED Consulting, Workforce Development Plan for the Victorian Grains and Dairy Industries,
Victorian Government, Melbourne 2010.
Rural Industries Research and Development Corporation, Australia’s Rural Workforce: An analysis
of labour shortages in rural Australia, Rural Industries Research and Development Corporation,
Canberra 2009.
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Department of Innovation, Industry and Regional Development, Regional
Skills and Labour Needs Survey 200923
Victorian Food Industry Training Board, Skills Needs Report 201124
National Farmers’ Federation, 2008 Labour Shortage Action Plan.25

i.27

The Committee found this variety of data collection problematic for two
reasons. Firstly, comparing data from different organisations is difficult as each
body of data is unique in what it measures and how it is presented. Secondly,
much of the research is ‘one‐off’ rather than carried out on an annual basis,
making year‐on‐year comparison impossible. Exceptions include Primary Skills
Victoria’s ongoing ‘Industry Skills Needs’ reports.

i.28

It is a key finding of this Committee that data on the farming sector is being
collated by a number of different bodies but can be done in a more
coordinated way. This would help both government and industry maintain an
accurate and up‐to‐date understanding of the strengths and weaknesses of the
primary industries workforce.

i.29

The Committee learnt that almost all analysis of labour shortages in the
farming sector also includes discussion on skills shortages. It is clear that the
ongoing strength of the farming sector relies on attracting and retaining, not
just young people but highly skilled young people. As such, the Committee
discusses this important issue in Chapter 9, in particular in the context of the
farming sectors approach to education and training; what is required of the
education sector by farmers; the role industry has in influencing the
development of agricultural education; and the role of government. Data on
labour and skills shortages is presented in Appendix 6. A more detailed analysis
of education and training factors will be found in the Report of the Education
and Training Committee at the Parliament of Victoria.26

Does size matter?

23

24

25

26

27

i.30

In the ten years leading up to 2010, the number of farms across Australia fell by
just under 15 per cent. Yet it would be wrong to jump to the conclusion that
this is a sign of an industry in decline, as during the same decade the number of
farms reporting incomes above $1 million grew by nearly three‐quarters.27

i.31

Barr is one of those to highlight the many opportunities that will be available to
young people over the coming years as the baby boomer generation retires.
The nature of these opportunities will be determined by the increasing size of

Department of Innovation, Industry and Regional Development, Regional Skills and Labour Needs
Survey 2009, Victorian Government, Melbourne 2009.
Victorian Food Industry Training Board, Skills Needs Report 2011, Victorian Food Industry Training
Board, Melbourne 2011.
National Farmers’ Federation, 2008 Labour Shortage Action Plan, National Farmers’ Federation,
Canberra 2008.
For further Inquiry and contact information for the Education and Training Committee see:
www.parliament.vic.gov.au/etc.
Jenkin C, ‘Labour for the land’, Herald Sun, 4 February 2012.
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farms in Victoria; that is, the majority of small farms to be sold by retiring
farmers are likely to be bought by other farmers expanding their holdings or
even larger corporate farms. This is sometimes referred to by industry as the
‘farm adjustment process’.28
i.32

The Committee believes that the result of this will be fewer farm owners but
increased opportunities for farm management positions and contracting, a
trend the Victorian Government’s submission labels ‘…a substantial
intergenerational shift in ownership structure and workforce participation’.29

i.33

This increase in the size of farms has been a significant agricultural trend
observed over the past three decades. Declining terms of trade, as input costs
increase annually while returns trend flat or downwards, means productivity
must increase for a business to remain viable. One of the simplest ways to
achieve this is through increasing the size of the farm.

i.34

This trend of the farming sector becoming increasingly characterised by fewer
but larger farms is often described by the term ‘consolidation’. Along with
consolidation, many witnesses made reference to the ‘80/20’ figure, referring
to the fact that 20 per cent of farms in Victoria account for 80 per cent of
production. In fact, Barr suggests that it is only this 20 per cent of farms in
Victoria that currently have production levels suitable to meet the four
determinants of what he calls the ‘farming dream’:





28

29
30

An acceptable standard of living
Be a full‐time farmer
Invest in the future
Pass on a working business to the next generation.

i.35

As Barr writes: ‘In each farmer’s working lifetime, the number of farms will
halve…[but]…those businesses that most need to grow to survive are those
least likely to be able to do so.’ In other words, the economics of modern
farming means that consolidation of farms will continue into the future. For
example, Barr refers to research stating that between 1984–2004 the number
of tomato growers in Australia decreased by 90 per cent while average farm
production doubled.30

i.36

It is worthwhile to note again the high presence of young people on Victoria’s
better performing farms.

Gray I, ‘What are the factors affecting the ability of agriculture to attract and retain young
people? A review of the research literature prepared for the Department of Primary Industries,
Victoria’, September 2011.
Victorian Government, Submission, Number 70, 31 October 2011.
Barr N, The House on the Hill: The transformation of Australia’s farming communities, Halstead,
Sydney 2009.
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A new approach

31

32

i.37

As the Committee experienced many times, intrinsic to any discussion on farm
size is the emotional subject of the small family farm model. Although far from
extinct, the view that this model is the only form of farming is slowly being
consigned to the past.

i.38

Wider social forces play just as important a role as economic ones in the shifts
and changes that are taking place. As part of its approach to this Inquiry the
Department of Primary Industries sought the advice of Adjunct Associate
Professor Ian Gray of Charles Sturt University. He states: ‘The relationship
between the forces which are slowing the entry of young people into farming
should be viewed alongside the broader forces bringing structural change in
rural Victoria…’.31

i.39

For example, if young people are entering farming at a later age because they
are spending more time in formal education, this can only be to the benefit of
the sector. Indeed, the Committee heard much evidence that suggests rural
young people are encouraged to leave their communities in their 20s, gain an
education and ‘see the world’, before returning in their 30s when they are
ready to settle down and start a family. This approach to life underlines the
importance of sustaining vibrant small towns that can offer the health and
education services that young families require.

i.40

During the Rural and Regional Committee’s previous Inquiry into Retaining
Young People in Regional Towns and Communities similar evidence was heard
from many witnesses.32 Residents of rural and regional Victoria maintain that
their young people should have the same opportunities as any young
Australian; that is, to explore the world outside their communities, seek
education, travel and experience life. They should do so in the knowledge that
they will always be welcomed back into the communities where they were
raised.

i.41

Rural young people now have more career options open to them. Higher
education, while not without its challenges, is fairly accessible, leading to
greater exposure to the wider world and its opportunities. Added to this, the
consolidation of farming discussed above, with its inherent reshaping of the
agricultural workforce, means an increase in the number of farming families
recruiting workers from outside the family network.

i.42

This ongoing and increasingly rapid evolution acts only as a threat to the
traditional ownership model that many have become accustomed to. The
farming sector itself will only be threatened if it does not adapt and provide the
professional workplace environments that young people are attracted to and
are readily available in other professions. The evidence at this stage suggests
agriculture is changing too slowly.

Gray I, ‘What are the factors affecting the ability of agriculture to attract and retain young
people? A review of the research literature prepared for the Department of Primary Industries,
Victoria’, September 2011.
See: www.parliament.vic.gov.au/rrc.
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i.43

It seems reasonable to suggest that this comparative lack of professionalism
when it comes to agriculture’s approach to young people is simply because this
has never had to be done before. Traditionally in Australia, young people
simply inherited the family farm. The smaller settler blocks meant that farm
labour itself was mostly a matter of how many family members were available.

i.44

The Committee has learned that productive and profitable farming businesses
that offer competitive wages and good working conditions have an advantage
when it comes to attracting and retaining young people. These types of
businesses are ‘employers of choice’. Human resource management skills are
now as important as soil science and animal husbandry to a farmer’s portfolio.

i.45

The Committee heard that large family‐owned farms as well as those larger
farms owned and run by corporations generally offer good career opportunities
for young people. Such farms are often referred to as being run under a
‘corporate model’ (even if still family owned), such that the size of these
operations allows them to offer three key conditions: above award wages;
training; and an easily identified career path that includes the ability to
progress to positions with more responsibility, such as farm management.

Best and brightest
i.46

As mentioned above, the Committee believes that the challenge for the
farming sector, especially in times of ‘full employment’, is not simply to attract
and retain young people. It must attract and retain the best and brightest
young people with a high level of skills and education if it is to maintain the
productivity increases that defined the latter part of the 20th century.

i.47

Modern farming is a highly skilled environment. Successful farmers combine
knowledge and analytical skills with the ability to engage with complex
concepts. The fact that agriculture needs the brightest talents to prosper – and
conversely that young people need to be intelligent and educated to succeed in
agriculture – was mentioned by many witnesses, all of whom stridently
rejected the notion of agriculture being a ‘job of last resort’.

i.48

With this in mind a sizeable proportion of the Committee’s public hearings was
spent discussing agricultural education and training. Issues such as the ‘skills
mismatch’, where young people are completing courses without acquiring the
skills needed by employees, and training delivery methods were frequent
topics of discussion. However, the Committee was particularly interested in the
attitude of agricultural employers towards staff training.

i.49

Productivity and profitability go hand in hand and the profitability of any farm
business is dependent on the skills of its staff. The Committee certainly
acknowledges that it can be difficult for many farm businesses to meet the
financial costs of staff training. Yet witnesses were keen to stress the
advantages that a skilled workforce offers both individual businesses and the
sector as a whole. The concept of ‘lifelong learning’ is as applicable to
agriculture as it is to any other sector.
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i.50

The Committee believes that of pressing importance at the moment is the issue
of the undersupply of agricultural graduates from universities. A frequently
quoted figure is the Australian Deans of Agriculture’s 2008 estimate that there
are 2–3 vacancies for every agriculture degree graduate (a disparity which is
now said to be even greater). The education sector will need to work in
cooperation with industry to fill this shortage.

Image
i.51

The identified shortage of young people entering the farming sector begs one
question: why?

i.52

There is no simple answer to this question, but the evidence obtained by the
Committee throughout this Inquiry returned time and again to one key
message: agriculture’s negative image among young people in rural
communities. Witnesses, particularly young farmers and those working in the
agricultural sector, frequently raised this as an issue of concern to them.

i.53

So where does this image come from and what can be done about it?

i.54

There is no denying that farming can be tough work, but it is far from alone in
this. The Committee also heard that the most common representation of
agriculture in the media – both mainstream and rural – is of farmers wiped out
by, if not drought then flood. Again, though, the media’s addiction to bad news
stories is not unique to agriculture.

i.55

The evidence suggests that this negative image arises from several sources, the
most important of which is captured in a phrase heard frequently by the
Committee: ‘farmers are their own worst enemies’. In other words, many
farmers often talk down farming.

i.56

The Committee is aware that farmers are naturally reticent and not just in the
traditional stoic way favoured by rural stereotypes. All farmers are wary of
being seen to overly celebrate the good times lest they be overheard by a
neighbour who may be struggling to make ends meet. And of course, after a
decade or so of the most destructive drought in living memory, a drought that
took a tragic personal and professional toll on many farmers, finding aspects of
farming to be positive about has not been easy.

i.57

This negativity is witnessed in the family unit. Many times, young people told
the Committee that their attitudes towards a career in agriculture are heavily
shaped by family conversations around the dinner table. Even some businesses
doing well remain reluctant to tell a positive story about the possibilities for
wealth creation in farming.

i.58

The Committee is also aware that some parents who discourage their children
from pursuing a career in agriculture do so out of concern. This is particularly
the case for families on small properties, who may not be confident in the
farm’s ability to grow to a size sufficient to produce an adequate income in the
future. As Gray says:
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If we encourage people to take on a farm career just for the sake of
increasing the farm population or slowing its demographic ageing, we risk
maintaining small farms and consigning people into poverty as the farm
adjustment process is consequently slowed.33
i.59

The Committee met and spoke with many rural Victorians who do promote the
positives of a career in agriculture to young people. However, it is the
Committee’s belief that more can be done in this area. A continuation of this
self‐generated negative image will lead to a further loss of talent to other
sectors. Young people who should be considering a career on the land, those
who are the natural recruiting target for the sector, will continue to turn their
backs on agriculture.

i.60

Industry itself must take the lead in this positive promotion. In particular, the
Committee heard that relationships between the agricultural industry in
general and the education sector could be stronger. For example, more can be
done to educate and inform high school careers advisers. Many young people
told the Committee that their career advisers had little knowledge of the many
opportunities available in the farming sector – or worse, of careers advisers
who had actively dissuaded young people from pursuing a career in agriculture.

i.61

As many witnesses argued, young people can be attracted to work in the
military and down mines. A career spent outdoors raising animals or growing
crops should be equally attractive, if not more so.

Financial barriers

33

i.62

One of the biggest concerns raised during this Inquiry was the financial barriers
that young people face when beginning a career in agriculture. The Committee
is confident that, although not always stated, witnesses were generally
referring to young people aspiring to farm ownership, rather than salary
earners such as farm managers and contractors (where it must be said even the
cost of farm machinery such as headers can be daunting for someone starting
their own business).

i.63

When land prices, capital and stamp duty are taken into account, a young
farmer starting out without any financial support can realistically expect a bill in
the millions. Even with discounted interest rates the repayments on such a
figure would in many cases be prohibitive, assuming a loan is granted in the
first place.

i.64

Increasing farm sizes will continue to decrease the chances of young people
owning their farms outright. Again, the solution lies with the sector. Farming
families concerned about this situation must develop innovative and mutually
beneficial models of selling land and assets to the next generation, in a way

Gray I, ‘What are the factors affecting the ability of agriculture to attract and retain young
people? A review of the research literature prepared for the Department of Primary Industries,
Victoria’, September 2011.
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that allows the young person to take on serviceable levels of debt while also
providing for the elder generation’s retirement.
i.65

The Committee is aware that this is already happening – with inheritance
models that separate the land from the assets proving particularly popular –
but it needs to be more widespread. It is not realistic to expect governments or
banks to solve the problem with financial donations – nor, it must be said, are
the majority of young people looking for such handouts.

i.66

Succession planning, of course, is intrinsic to any discussion on inheritance. The
evidence acquired during this Inquiry supports those calling for an increase in
the number of farming families with a succession plan in place. The Committee
is fully aware of the difficulties associated with succession planning, including
the potential emotional pitfalls of ‘family politics’ and the large financial cost of
developing a plan. It also understands that not all families need a plan in place.
Yet one of the key findings of this Report surrounds the importance of families
developing a succession plan as early as possible and committing to revising the
plan as circumstances change over time.

i.67

Sharefarming and leasing, which is generally considered to be still in an
‘immature’ state in Australia, are other business models that the Committee
investigated and feature in this Report.

i.68

The financial barriers to farm ownership also act as a reminder that an
increasing number of young people working in agriculture will do so as a salary
earner. In August 2011, the Committee heard from Mr Nigel McGuckian, a
consultant based in Bendigo with RMCG Consultants and Ms Alana Johnson, a
fifth generation farmer and Victorian Rural Woman of the Year for 2010. They
told the Committee that there will be a far greater demand for workers than
managers in the future. Indeed, they argued that there is already a severe
shortage of farm managers.

i.69

These numbers underline the growing importance of human resource
management skills and workforce development as discussed earlier. They also
remind us that being an employee in the farming sector is not a second‐best
option for young people. It is timely to stress here that industry must promote
the many good career opportunities available to young people aside from
ownership.

The contribution of government
i.70

Evidence that the Committee heard throughout this Inquiry overwhelmingly
supports the idea that the main responsibility for – and knowledge about –
attracting and retaining young people lies with the farming sector itself. When
the Inquiry’s title is taken into account, perhaps that is not surprising. The
issues discussed above – image, human resource management, skills
development – need to be tackled first and foremost by industry. This Report
discusses some of the ways that government seeks to partner with industry and
contribute to the development of the farming sector.
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i.71

The difficulty, though, for any government looking to form a partnership with
the farming sector is that the sector itself is not homogenous. Dairy farmers in
south‐west Victoria will have different concerns to horticulturalists in Swan Hill,
who themselves will differ from grain farmers in Victoria’s western plains and
abalone divers working off the coast of Mallacoota.

i.72

This transition has been discussed widely. Two publications in particular the
Committee relied on for this report are Judith Brett’s Quarterly Essay, Fair
Share: Country and city in Australia; and Neil Barr’s The House on the Hill: The
transformation of Australia’s farming communities.

i.73

And not only is the sector not homogenous, even within this transition
individual industries produce different internal stories. For example, some grain
farmers are growing more crops than others, while some horticulturalists are
recovering from the drought in a stronger position than their neighbours.
Indeed, a striking lesson the Committee has learnt from speaking to farmers
throughout Victoria is that an individual’s personal experience shapes their
views of the industry as a whole. In other words, a dairy farmer struggling to
make a profit is more inclined to perceive the whole dairy industry as
unprofitable.

i.74

When the Committee asked witnesses their views on the role of government
the discussion reflected this changing environment in which modern Australian
farming operates. Answers varied from a vehement ‘nothing!’ to a vague
‘provide more support’. Yet when pressed, many who stated the latter were
unsure as to what, exactly, ‘more support’ would look like.

i.75

Much of the concern expressed to the Committee can best be summed up by
one word: uncertainty. Whether it be commodity prices, the weather, or even
the relationship between government and industry, many farmers are
uncertain about the future. Governments need to know both what they cannot
do as well as what they can.

i.76

It is the Committee’s view that the state government can work in partnership
with industry in attracting and retaining highly skilled young people to the
farming sector. But government cannot do that without industry making the
first move. To take the example of training: government cannot predict what
skill sets will be required as agriculture evolves into a more technology‐based
workplace; industry must feed this information through on a more regular and
reliable basis before government can act.

i.77

It is also important to acknowledge that the Victorian Government is restricted
in the financial support it can provide to a deregulated farming sector. The
support already provided, much of it through the Rural Finance Corporation,
includes:
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Young Farmers First Farm Grant
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Research
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Extension.

i.78

Beyond this, government can also cooperate with industry in areas such as:
better promotion of the farming sector to young people; helping link young
farmers with the top producers; working with successful farmers to improve
agriculture’s image; and ensuring training bodies are equipping young people
with the requisite skills to succeed in modern farming. However, it is worth
repeating the point that the initiative must be taken by the sector itself.

i.79

The clock can never be turned back. Nor, the Committee believes, do many in
the farming sector want it to be turned back. Indeed, the Committee noted
great confidence about the future of farming in Victoria.

Positive future
“The opportunities are there if we can have the workforce and the
infrastructure to capitalise, and it is going to be there for a very long time.”
Mr Andrew Broad, Melbourne.

34

35

36
37

38
39

i.80

The Committee was pleased to note the eagerness of the farming community,
when offered the ear of members of Parliament, to talk about agriculture’s
positive future.34 These included Mr Shane Zammit,35 a young farmer from the
Bendigo area who recently bought some land to increase his family’s holdings;
Mr Frank Ryan,36 who told the Committee about the strength of the dairy
industry; and Mr Andrew Plunkett,37 who predicted growth in the horticulture
industry.

i.81

Global economic trends, whether it be our proximity to the Asian
powerhouses38 or the growing value of protein‐based products,39 mean
Australian farmers should look to the future with confidence. The challenge for
agriculture is to help young Victorians understand their role in this positive
future. As Mr Ken Scolyer told the Committee:

Ms Kerry Anderson, Projects Manager, Loddon Murray Community Leadership Program Inc, Public
Hearing, Bendigo, 23 June 2011; Mr Ted Gretgrix, Executive Officer, North Central Rural Financial
Counselling Service, Public Hearing, Bendigo, 23 June 2011; Mr Dom Baxter, Counsellor, North
Central Rural Financial Counselling Service, Public Hearing, Bendigo, 23 June 2011; Dr Ruth Nettle,
Leader, Rural Innovation Research Group, School of Land and Environment, University of
Melbourne, Public Hearing, Melbourne, 12 September 2011; Wimmera Development Association,
Submission, Number 37, 5 August 2011; Young Agribusiness Professionals, Victorian Farmers
Federation, Submission, Number 39, 5 August 2011; Gippsland Water, Submission, Number 58, 16
August 2011; Baw Baw Shire Council, Submission, Number 59, 17 August 2011.
Mr Shane Zammit, Student, School of Food, Land and Service Industries, University of Ballarat,
Public Hearing, Ballarat, 24 August 2011.
Mr Frank Ryan, Dairy Farmer, Timboon, Public Hearing, Timboon, 18 October 2011.
Mr Andrew Plunkett, Chairman, Fruit Growers Victoria Ltd, Public Hearing, Shepparton, 3
November 2011.
Victorian Farmers Federation, Submission, Number 27, 5 August 2011.
Mr Jack Tucker, Farmer, Maroona, Public Hearing, Dunkeld, 17 October 2011.

Rural and Regional Committee

Page 15

Inquiry into the Capacity of the Farming Sector to Attract and Retain Young Farmers
and Respond to an Ageing Workforce

…generally you can look forward and say, ‘Okay, there’s a pretty bright
future in agriculture as an industry’, because a growing population has to
be fed, lack of resources elsewhere and so on. I think the difficulty is for
the farming community to see where they fit in that big picture. You say,
‘Okay, agriculture is looking pretty good, but where do I fit? I can do
everything right and still have the chances of me not having a good year
because of the lack of controls and outside things’. I do think that is where
some of the lack of incentive and lack of enthusiasm for farming lies —
because they just cannot get a clear picture of where they fit in the bigger
scenario.40

The evidence gathering process

40

i.82

The list of towns and cities throughout Victoria visited by the Committee is
extensive: Bendigo; Mildura; Swan Hill; Beechworth; Mansfield; Horsham;
Ballarat; Nambrok; Leongatha; Dunkeld; Timboon; Shepparton; and Lakes
Entrance. The Committee also held public hearings in Melbourne and made
interstate visits to Canberra and Western Australia. In the end, more than 300
witnesses contributed around 900 pages of transcripts.

i.83

This list reflects the Committee’s desire to hear from as many voices as
possible. As such, witnesses providing evidence to this Inquiry represented,
among others, peak bodies, corporate farms, large and small family farms, farm
managers and individual contractors. A full list of witnesses, submissions, and
transcripts is available in the appendix of this Report and at:
www.parliament.vic.gov.au/rrc.

i.84

This Report also contains the voices of the most important people in this
Inquiry: young people themselves. The Committee spoke to young rural
Victorians throughout the state, from school students through to university
students, young farmers and successful contractors.

i.85

Added to this, the Committee prepared an online survey of young people’s
views and hosted a Youth Forum at Parliament House on 27 February 2012.
The forum was attended by over 60 inspirational young Victorians and
community leaders, all committed to the future of the farming sector in
Victoria. The Committee noted that most of the comments heard throughout
the day confirmed what had been heard throughout this Inquiry and the
Recommendations from the day have been included in Appendix 4.

i.86

Youth Forum Recommendation 1 is cited here in particular. The
Recommendation from young people echoes the Committee’s first
Recommendation for this report. That Recommendation focuses on a formal
and galvanised cross sector approach to developing and renewing agriculture in
Victoria. The Youth Forum suggested:

Mr Kevin Scolyer, Counsellor, North Central Rural Financial Counselling Service, Public Hearing,
Bendigo, 23 June 2011.
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Youth Forum Recommendation 1
That the state government encourage establishment of an Industry Action
Group which would be comprised of board members from different sectors
of the industry or leaders from peak bodies and representatives from the
education sector. The group would be responsible for positive media
coverage and advertising as well as promoting industry networking
opportunities to those outside of it.

i.87

The Committee’s Recommendation:

Recommendation 1
That the state government convene a ‘round table’ with industry peak bodies to
discuss the findings and recommendations of this Inquiry. The goal of the ‘round table’
would be to emerge with a plan for:
 Ongoing cooperation including an annual summit hosted by government
 Provision of a more accurate and industry relevant set of data to the government
on an annual basis, such as information about wages; age of workforce; number of
graduates entering the industry; and proportion of workforce entering from
outside the sector
 Forecasting future workforce shortages and development needs to ensure
accurate and effective planning for recruitment and training
 Identifying opportunities for co‐investment in priority action areas or in joint
industry–government pilot projects.

i.88

The voices of young Victorians are prominent throughout this Report.
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Chapter One
Image
Key Messages
 A negative image of agriculture is a barrier to attracting young people.
 The source of this negative image may be rural based.
 Careers advisers can reflect this negative image and lack knowledge of the sector.
 Industry is best placed to improve this image and work in partnership with the
education sector to inform careers advisers on agriculture.
 Government can partner industry, but industry must take the lead.
 Personal ties and family advice can be instrumental in the decisions young people
make.

Agriculture: do we have an image problem?
1.1

Early on during its Inquiry investigations the Committee heard that the
community at large holds a negative image of agriculture and that this image
damages the sector’s capacity to attract and retain young people. This
sentiment was repeated many times.

1.2

What are the common views held by the population about the farming sector in
Australia and are those views predominantly negative? What views are held in
rural and regional Communities and by farming families themselves?

1.3

As a state, and a nation, we rely on our agricultural sector on a daily basis, for
our own food and resources and for the sector’s contribution to the economy.
Is that reflected in how we relate to the sector and what we think of it?
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1.4

During a Committee hearing in Dunkeld researchers from RMIT University in
Hamilton told the Committee that studies have shown that the urban
population’s perception of agriculture is not as negative as the agricultural
community might think.

1.5

Dr Kaye Scholfield and Ms Julia Schlapp pointed to a study by Cockburn which
found that “…the urban perception of farmers was actually quite positive and
very supportive”.1 The Victorian Government submission supports the notion
that the wider community views agriculture in a positive light. The submission
states: ‘This fact might be communicated to the farming community to address
their apparent sense of alienation from the urban community – which research
suggests is overly negative and therefore needlessly corrosive.’2 This was
supported by other witnesses.3

1.6

There is some complexity, therefore, in what is happening when we talk about
a negative community image of agriculture.

1.7

If the urban population has a positive view of agriculture, does this mean that
the farming community has an unclear understanding of how it is more broadly
perceived? Is the situation a more complex one where there is not a complete
understanding among either the urban or rural community about what is
involved in a contemporary career in agriculture?

1.8

Given that the farming sector is changing and developing rapidly on both a local
and global scale it seems that an imperfect understanding of the complexities
involved in a career in agriculture is inevitable.

1.9

In the discussion that follows we look at elements of the image of agriculture
that were raised with the Committee during public hearings and attempt to
pinpoint what issues exist with the profile and standing of agriculture as a
career choice.

Who holds a negative image of agriculture and is it
prevalent?
“We are not just farmers. We are proud farmers.”
Mr Nathan Edwards, Dunkeld.
1.10

1

2
3

Farmers are rightly proud of what they achieve. Throughout this Inquiry the
Committee spoke with many farmers keen to celebrate agriculture’s
achievements. However, some, such as Mr Keith Devenish, Director, Narrogin
Office, Department of Agriculture and Food Western Australia argued that
while farmers are positive as individuals, collectively they present a much more

Ms Julia Schlapp, Research Project Officer, RMIT University, Hamilton, Public Hearing, Dunkeld, 17
October 2011.
Victorian Government, Submission, Number 70, 31 October 2011.
Mr Michael Carroll, Director, Meat and Livestock Australia, Public Hearing, Melbourne, 24
October 2011.
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negative image. This, he suggested, was partly out of consideration for
neighbours who may not be doing as well.4
1.11

Similarly, Dr Scholfield listed two defining characteristics of farmers: firstly, they
don’t want to be seen to be celebrating in case others in their community are
not doing as well; secondly, they are wary of celebrating a good year in case
the next year brings unexpected events such as bad weather or a fall in
commodity prices.5

1.12

In Shepparton, Mr Andrew Plunkett agreed that farmers, in general, are not
very good at ‘talking the industry up’.6 Mr John Wilson added an interesting
insight when he suggested that in his experience farmers do celebrate good
times among their own peers but baulk at extending these celebrations to the
media and wider community.7

1.13

This view is supported by a submission from Agribusiness Yarra Valley to the
Inquiry, which states:
We have first hand evidence of farmers doing very well in their industry
most of the time but when asked to promote this, say they do not want to
be seen as ‘skiting’ in front of their, perhaps less fortunate, peers.8

4

5

6

7

8
9

10

11

1.14

Mr Devenish suggested that this projection of a negative image may also be
partly motivated by political considerations; that is, in the expectation that
governments will respond with financial support.9 While in Perth the
Committee spoke to the Hon Brendon Grylls, Minister for Regional
Development. Minister Grylls held the view that historically farmers have had
to lobby hard to government at all levels. They did so with a degree of success
that may no longer be experienced because of the changing political landscape
and economic priorities of government.10 It may be the case that the
comparatively larger contribution of other industries to the economy means
that the farmer’s voice is no longer as influential.11

1.15

Minister Grylls told the Committee that, in his view, such appeals to
government are now a hangover from the past. With agriculture no longer
dominating our terms of trade as it once did, according to Minister Grylls the

Mr Keith Devenish, Director, Narrogin Office, Department of Agriculture and Food, WA,
Consultations, Western Australia, 9 September 2011.
Dr Kaye Scholfield, Senior Manager Community Partnerships and Projects, RMIT University,
Hamilton, Public Hearing, Dunkeld, 17 October 2011.
Mr Andrew Plunkett, Chairman, Fruit Growers Victoria Ltd, Public Hearing, Shepparton, 3
November 2011.
Mr John Wilson, General Manager and Secretary, Fruit Growers Victoria Ltd, Public Hearing,
Shepparton, 3 November 2011.
Agribusiness Yarra Valley, Submission, Number 55, 14 August 2011.
Mr Keith Devenish, Director, Narrogin Office, Department of Agriculture and Food, WA,
Consultations, Western Australia, 9 September 2011.
Hon Brendon Grylls MLA, Minister for Regional Development, Government of Western Australia,
Consultations, Western Australia, 8 September 2011.
Stayner R, ‘The changing economics of rural communities’, in Cocklin C and Dibden J (eds),
Sustainability and Change in Rural Australia, University of New South Wales Press, Sydney 2005.
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only result of this negative approach is to turn people away from a sector that
is perceived as too tough and characterised by failure.
1.16

In the words of Minister Grylls: “We’re our own worst enemies. Young people
leave because we tell them to.”12

1.17

The Committee also heard this phrase used in Dunkeld, by Ms Kay
Antony,13 and in Canberra, by Mr Niel Jacobsen from AgriFood Skills Australia.14

1.18

Mr Dale Scott also made the following statement highlighting an attitude she
believes contributes to a negative image of farmers:
As soon as the weather goes nasty or something like that, we put up a
hand and say, ‘Support me, government. We are in trouble’.15

12

13

14

15

16

17

18

19

1.19

Both Minister Grylls and Mr Jacobsen were alluding to the fact that this
negative projection not only reaches the wider community, it reaches young
rural people as well. Evidence points to a common message – that a negative
image of farming is acting as a barrier to attracting young people to the
sector.16

1.20

The picture we get from the media and elsewhere is one of hard and dirty
work, carried out by a worn out farmer forever struggling with debt and
drought, reliant on outdated farming methods that destroy the environment.17
In Leongatha, Mr John Mulvany from ONFARM Consulting spoke plainly when
he said this negative image makes it hard for farms to recruit young people.18

1.21

Tellingly, this is an issue that was often raised by young people themselves.
According to Ms Rachel Mariner, a Year 11 student at Lavers Hill P–12 College,
the perception among her peers is that farming is: unglamorous; dirty; and
comes with a large risk of financial ruin.19 From the evidence heard from other
young rural people when asked their thoughts on farming, Ms Mariner is not
alone.

Hon Brendon Grylls MLA, Minister for Regional Development, Government of Western Australia,
Consultations, Western Australia, 8 September 2011.
Ms Kay Antony, Dairy Farmer and Director, Warrnambool Cheese and Butter / Director, WestVic
Dairy / President, Portland Branch, United Dairy Farmers, Public Hearing, Dunkeld, 17 October
2011.
Mr Niel Jacobsen, General Manager, Regional Strategies and R&D Adoption, AgriFood Skills
Australia, Consultations, Canberra, 16 November 2011.
Mr Dale Scott, District Council President, United Dairy Farmers Victoria, Public Hearing, Nambrok,
20 September 2011.
Primary Skills Victoria, Industry Skill Needs Report, Skills Victoria, Melbourne 2011; Deloitte Access
Economics, Victorian Skill Needs in 2011: A summary of industry intelligence, Skills Victoria,
Melbourne March 2011; Skillinvest Group, Submission, Number 13, 4 August 2011.
SED Consulting, Workforce Development Plan for the Victorian Grains and Dairy Industries,
Victorian Government, Melbourne 2010; Dr Denis O’Brien, Transcript from Rural and Regional
Services and Development Committee, Inquiry into Retaining Young People in Rural Towns and
Communities, Public Hearing, Alexandra, 12 April 2006.
Mr John Mulvany, Consultant, ONFARM Consulting, Public Hearing, Leongatha, 21 September
2011.
Ms Rachel Mariner, Student, Lavers Hill P‐12 College, Public Hearing, Timboon, 18 October 2011.
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1.22

For example, Ms Narelle Forrest from Beechworth, who had recently returned
to the family farm, had this to say to the Committee: “In the time I have been
home I have been told on average once every fortnight by other farmers that
there is no future in farming.”20

1.23

The Committee believes that the dilemma facing the sector is often expressed
in such a way that negative comments about negative perceptions feed into
each other and the overall picture begins to look very grim:
[There is a] perception [that] agriculture as a career has no prestige. When
coupled with media reports of farmers going broke, low prices, droughts
and floods, environmental vandalism (!), animal welfare and a myriad of
other issues, why would any young person see this as their future?
Couple this with low wages, long hours, difficult working conditions,
isolation and little or no peer support, then why bother with agriculture.
There are a lot of other ‘blue collar’ professions with better hours and
better money.21

1.24

The Committee heard this from farming parents themselves. For example, Ms
Susan Bennett described the experience of her eldest daughter, who holds a
biomedical degree. On completing her degree Ms Bennett’s daughter
announced that she was returning to university to study agriculture. Ms
Bennett described their situation:
But again, she does not want to come home on the farm. I think that is
partly our fault, because we have given them a perception that there is no
money in farming. I think generally farmers are not very good at saying,
‘This is a really good job; this is a really good business. Look at all the things
we’ve been able to do’. If they looked at our life, they would know that we
had money, but we have never said, ‘We’ve got oodles of money; just go
and do whatever you want’. That is what they see in the movies and the
papers and what not. I think as farmers we are not very good at selling
ourselves as a business and as a successful profitable business.22

1.25

It is true that many parents themselves actively discourage their children from
entering agriculture. Ms Erin Johns told the Committee that she had had to
persuade her parents that agriculture was the best career for her:
My parents sort of asked about agronomy because that was a fixed job
with a fixed wage, but as for coming home to manage the farm, that wasn't
promoted. I sort of had to talk my way into that…I think more from just risk
management, and I don't know, they're just a bit scared what was going to
happen. That was during drought time I was looking at courses which made
it a lot harder for them and they weren't sure how long they were going to
be able to keep the farm. Maybe at that stage too it wasn't looking overly

20

21
22

Ms Narelle Forrest, Farmer, Alpine Valleys Agribusiness, Public Hearing, Beechworth, 4 August
2011.
Ms Suzanne Ryder, Submission, Number 51, 12 August 2011.
Ms Susan Bennett, Farmer, Synergy Farms, Yarrawalla, Public Hearing, Bendigo, 23 June 2011.
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sustainable, and I think that had an influence. Now that I'm here, I've been
doing well and they're happy with all that sort of thing and they're more
accepting of that, so yes.23
1.26

Ms Emma Inglis reported a similar experience:
My parents have suggested I should try something new before I go into
farming — do something different. I have seen what they have gone
through. There are so many highs and lows and it is never predictable –
there are droughts and floods and all that stuff.24

23
24
25

26
27
28

1.27

The Country Education Project’s Executive Officer, Mr Phil Brown, described his
childhood growing up on a dairy farm. Mr Brown told the Committee that the
family dinner table was dominated by his parents’ negative conversation. The
cumulative effect of which was such that when it came time to discuss which
child wanted to inherit the farm, not one hand was raised.25

1.28

This negativity can also take the form of parents encouraging their children to
leave the farm to study or learn another trade – at the very least temporarily.
This can be either as a form of insurance in case something should go wrong, as
was the case for Ms Inglis, or in more extreme cases as a totally separate
career. In Western Australia, Mr Joe Castro from Castro Farms told the
Committee that although his 12‐year‐old son wants to enter farming, Mr Castro
will insist he learn a trade first.26

1.29

In Timboon, Mr Mark Nevill revealed he was in two minds about this advice
being given to children by farming parents. Mr Nevill is a successful dairy
farmer from Mepunga whose parents had advised him to get a trade to ‘fall
back on’ in case his career in farming ended badly. Mr Nevill did a plumbing
apprenticeship but immediately after that began a dairy traineeship.

1.30

Mr Nevill was ambivalent about the trade experience because although he sees
the practical advantage of having a trade, he thinks the advice may be sending
a bad message to young people. Ideally, he felt, all parents should have
complete conviction in telling their children to pursue a career in agriculture.
To back up his argument, Mr Nevill told the Committee that he would not have
been able to build up the amount of equity he currently has if he had remained
a plumber.27

1.31

The Committee understands parental concerns about security and certainty in
their children’s future.28 In Mildura, Mr Vince Cirillo outlined the difficulties
faced by farming parents, torn between wanting their children to follow in their

Ms Erin Johns, Student, Longerenong College, Public Hearing, Horsham, 23 August 2011.
Ms Emma Inglis, Student, Timboon P‐12 School, Public Hearing, Timboon, 18 October 2011.
Mr Phil Brown, Executive Officer, Country Education Project, Public Hearing, Timboon, 18 October
2011.
Mr Joe Castro, Farmer, Castro Farms, Consultations, Western Australia, 8 September 2011.
Mr Mark Nevill, Dairy Farmer, Mepunga, Public Hearing, Timboon, 18 October 2011.
Wilkinson R, ‘Leaving farming: the experiences of some northern Victorian families’, Department
of Primary Industries Working Paper, January 2010.
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footsteps yet wondering if that would in fact be in their children’s best
interests.29

29

30

31

32
33

34

1.32

There are many elements at play that influence the way that agriculture has
been viewed in Victoria over the last decade – in particular, the drought. The
Committee understands that the spectre of ongoing drought has only recently
dissipated – in parts of Victoria replaced by flood – and has influenced many
families who are only recently again experiencing prosperous times. For many
young rural Victorians under the age of 20, their living memory is dominated by
drought and challenging economic conditions.

1.33

Mr John Wilson, General Manager and Secretary, Fruit Growers Victoria Ltd
thought that much of the reason why young people around Shepparton are not
currently interested in horticulture is because of the drought.30 He told the
Committee that the tough times experienced by the region, combined with
incessant negative images in the media, has resulted in young people turning
their backs on the industry. This means they are simply unaware of the positive
side of agriculture, such as good career opportunities, innovative growing
techniques and the reliance on technology that is increasingly defining the
industry. (The media is discussed further below.)

1.34

A number of shires and councils also included remarks in their submissions and
presentations to the Committee about a perception of agriculture based on
specific financial concerns in the sector. These submissions contributed to the
Committee’s understanding of what underpins the negative perspectives which
arise in particular regional areas.31

1.35

Particularly telling in the Committee’s view was the submission from Buloke
Shire Council, which stated that the drought had impeded agriculture’s long‐
term planning by making farmers focus on the present to survive.32 Buloke
Shire Council conducted a survey which found that parents are encouraging
their children to find ‘…other less risky professions and to move from the
north‐west area to increase their career and employment opportunities’.33
Gannawarra Shire Council found that parents who are weighed down by debt
encourage their children to find ‘…more rewarding and secure employment in
larger towns and cities’.34 A number of farm sector organisations reported that

Mr Vince Cirillo, Table Grape Grower and Exporter, VMP Cirillo and Sons, Public Hearing, Mildura,
20 July 2011.
Other witnesses spoke about the psychological impact of drought. For example Mr Christopher
Mitchell, Workplace Learning Coordinator, Northern Mallee Local Learning and Employment
Network, Public Hearing, Mildura, 20 July 2011; Mr Glenn Stewart, Executive Officer, Murray
Mallee Local Learning and Employment Network, Public Hearing, Swan Hill, 21 July 2011; Ms
Narelle Forrest, Farmer, Rosstulla Holdings, Public Hearing, Beechworth, 4 August 2011.
Wimmera Development Association, Submission, Number 37, 5 August 2011; Baw Baw Shire
Council, Submission, Number 59, 17 August 2011.
Buloke Shire Council, Submission, Number 65, 16 September 2011.
Buloke Shire Council, Submission, Number 65, 16 September 2011; also Gannawarra Shire
Council, Submission, Number 44, 8 August 2011; Mitta to Murray Landcare Network, Submission,
Number 67, 23 September 2011.
Gannawarra Shire Council, Submission, Number 44, 8 August 2011.
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parents are, in a number of ways, encouraging their children to ‘…look beyond
the family farm to secure their future’.35
1.36

To a certain extent this is perfectly reasonable. As we have seen, the number of
farms in Victoria is declining as farm sizes increase. While this creates
employment opportunities that young people should be encouraged to pursue,
it also naturally means there are fewer families passing on their farms to the
next generation.

1.37

As well, the image of farming developed in recent history in Victoria is strongly
based on struggle. Many farmers have experienced hardship that they do not
wish to see their children experience. Nor do they wish their children to inherit
risk and the associated financial problems that brings. This is reflected in
evidence to the Committee from councils and universities based on their
research. For example, the work of RMIT University in Hamilton has revealed
that ‘… parents that discourage their children from taking over the family farm
are doing so out of concern for the viability of the business’.36

1.38

It should also be noted that not all parents discourage their children from
following in their footsteps. The experience of Mr Jack Tucker, a broadacre
farmer from Maroona, is a common one in this Inquiry. Mr Tucker said that
although his parents had encouraged him to explore other careers as well as
farming, they were very supportive of his decision to stay on the family farm.
Importantly, his parents were also open to the ideas he brought with him about
growing the farm business.37

1.39

In Mildura, Mr Dennis Mills told the Committee that he had encouraged his son
to pursue higher education and consider career options other than wine
grapes, yet would be very happy for him to return home to farm:
…he could have done some other studies, which we encouraged him to do
for a while because we felt that we did not want him to come home and
just become a farmer straightaway, but if that is what he wants to do, we
were certainly willing to support him.38

1.40

In fact, some parents are unequivocal in supporting a child’s decision to enter
agriculture, as displayed by Ms Gulline:
We always try and keep it light‐hearted and we never wanted to burden
the children when things were a bit tough. We always tried to make it a
positive experience that agriculture really is a great place to be.39

1.41

35
36

37
38
39

Ms Antony’s daughter is also considering a career in farming. In Ms Antony’s
view: “I would be very proud if she becomes a dairy farmer; she cannot go
wrong.”40

Mitta to Murray Landcare Network, Submission, Number 67, 23 September 2011.
The Potter Rural Community Research Network, RMIT University, Submission, Number 33, 5
August 2011.
Mr Jack Tucker, Farmer, Maroona, Public Hearing, Dunkeld, 17 October 2011.
Mr Dennis Mills, Chairman, Murray Valley Winegrowers, Public Hearing, Mildura, 20 July 2011.
Ms Robyn Gulline, Director of Finance and Information Technology, Gulline Farmers, Public
Hearing, Horsham, 23 August 2011.
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1.42

Clearly then, young people are being both cautioned and encouraged by their
family experiences and the attitude of older members of their families. The
Committee heard that for some this means they will take alternative paths,
sometimes returning to farming later in life; ensure they have other skills and
learning to ‘fall back on’; or that they will embrace farming no matter what the
circumstances. The picture is a complex one. As with all family businesses
personal ties and family advice can be instrumental in decisions that young
people make.

1.43

From the evidence heard at Lakes Entrance from local leaders in the fishing
industry, it may be that the ‘80/20’ concept applies in fishing as in agriculture;
that is, a smaller percentage of businesses are doing very well, while a larger
number struggle to make a profit. Of course, this is difficult to confirm without
specific data. (Ms Renee Vajtauer suggested that many people in the industry
are ‘lifestyle fishermen’; that is, they enjoy being out at sea and focus on
earning just enough money to keep their business going.41)

1.44

This variety in turn feeds into the image of the industry, with those businesses
that are not doing well presenting a negative view of a career in fishing. For
example, Mr Arthur Allen, Deputy Chair of the Seafood Industry Board has
discouraged his children from entering the industry, telling them: “No, you go
and get yourself a career outside fishing. If you are still stupid enough to want
to do it then, that’s your problem, but it’s not something I’m going to
encourage.”42

1.45

The positive attributes of a career in agriculture are discussed throughout this
report. The include the emergence of a highly skilled workforce in touch with
modern technology and the ability for young people to make a good living
through any of the many rewarding careers that make up the farming sector.

Careers advisers
“At the moment in high school if you are seen to go and do an
agriculture course, people think there is something wrong with you.”
Mr Nathan Free, Swan Hill.
1.46

40

41

42

The Committee heard a great deal about careers advisers in schools and the
role they play in providing a balanced perspective on agriculture and career
opportunities in the sector. The Committee acknowledges the enormous
responsibility of careers advisers in giving advice to students, both in
understanding the students themselves and their backgrounds, and in
understanding available careers in the wider economy. The Committee also

Ms Kay Antony, Dairy Farmer and Director, Warrnambool Cheese and Butter / Director, WestVic
Dairy / President, Portland Branch, United Dairy Farmers, Public Hearing, Dunkeld, 17 October
2011.
Ms Renee Vajtauer, Project Officer, Seafood Industry Victoria, Public Hearing, Melbourne, 10
October 2011.
Mr Arthur Allen, Deputy Chair, Seafood Industry Victoria, Public Hearing, Lakes Entrance, 13
December 2011.
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acknowledges that many careers advisers can only dedicate a few hours a week
to this work, especially in rural schools.43
1.47

The evidence shows that many careers advisers in Victorian schools, even in
rural areas, hold a negative view of a career in agriculture and have a limited
understanding of the range of careers available to young people.44 It is also
clear that industry understands it is responsible for improving this situation.

1.48

Several witnesses gave evidence about the negativity of their careers advisers.
These are some examples:








1.49

43

44

45

46

Ms Carlie Harrington was told not to pursue agriculture by her careers
adviser
Ms Erin Johns, whose careers adviser was not able to provide advice on
where to study agriculture at a tertiary level
Ms Ellen Grinter from Victorian Young Farmers was told by her careers
adviser not to ‘waste’ her high ENTER score with agriculture – advice she
ignored
Many of the third year students the Committee spoke with at The
University of Melbourne’s Dookie Campus had chosen to study agriculture
despite their careers advisers recommending other fields
Ms Jennifer Savage, a local aquaculturist, remembered her time in high
school when agriculture was considered a ‘career of last resort’
Mr Peter Schwarz from the Grains Research and Development Corporation
said that his son’s careers adviser was very negative about agriculture.

When the Committee asked Dr Simon Livingstone, the principal at Marcus
Oldham College, about careers advisers, his response was that “…a lot of
damage is being done there for sure.”45 Dr Livingstone also gave evidence to a
House of Representatives Standing Committee in 2007, stating that careers
advisers are ‘…pretty negative about agriculture’.46

Hollonds J, ‘Human resource needs for the Australian agricultural industry’, Literature Review,
2011.
Mr John Goldsmith, Head of Campus, Longerenong College, Public Hearing, Horsham, 23 August
2011; Mr Mike Stephens, Managing Director, Mike Stephens and Associates, Public Hearing,
Ballart, 24 August 2011; Hollonds J, ‘Human resource needs for the Australian agricultural
industry’, Literature Review, 2011; Young Agribusiness Professionals, Victorian Farmers
Federation, Submission, Number 39, 5 August 2011; Bass Coast Shire Council, Submission,
Number 53, 12 August 2011; House of Representatives Standing Committee on Agriculture,
Fisheries and Forestry, Skills: Rural Australia’s Need, Commonwealth of Australia, Canberra 2007.
Dr Simon Livingstone, Principal, Marcus Oldham College, Public Hearing, Melbourne, 24 October
2011.
House of Representatives Standing Committee on Agriculture, Fisheries and Forestry, Skills: Rural
Australia’s Need, Commonwealth of Australia, Canberra 2007.
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So what can be done?
1.50

From the evidence presented to the Committee during this Inquiry, it would
seem that there are two reasons why careers advisers do not do more to
promote a career in agriculture to young people.

1.51

The first is that, in many cases careers advisers are reflecting the views of the
communities in which they live.47 We have seen the negative perception of
agriculture in rural communities discussed above.

1.52

Secondly, as Mr John Goldsmith argued, agriculture is competing with other
industries for the attention of careers advisers – many of whom, it must be
remembered, can only dedicate a small proportion of their professional time to
their role.48 (It has also been suggested to this Committee in the past that most
careers advisers studied at metropolitan universities, which shapes their
views.49)

1.53

Put simply, other sectors are providing better information to careers advisers
and doing a better job of presenting themselves as good career options for
young people.

1.54

The challenge for careers advisers in the ‘crowded careers marketplace’ was
confirmed by Mr Craig Halliday, Head of School, Design and Sustainability,
Bendigo TAFE:
From having worked in and around not only the case sector but also the
schooling sector for the last several years as a careers adviser, it is
challenging understanding and knowing the range and depth of what is
required out there in careers. It is quite challenging for an individual
because you are talking about a school of 1,000 or 2,000 students and
there are hundreds and hundreds of career options and then the pathways
that lead to those. Being abreast of all those in an effective manner is nigh
on impossible.50

1.55

47

48

49

50

Ms Kate Heeps from the Royal Agricultural Society of Victoria offered the
defence forces as a good example of an industry that presents career options in
a more professional and attractive package than agriculture. Ms Heeps, who
has some experience in this field, told the Committee that the farming sector
as a whole needs to improve how it communicates with careers advisers. In her
view, the careers market is very competitive and careers advisers are

Mr Dale Scott, District Council President, United Dairy Farmers Victoria, Public Hearing, Nambrok,
20 September 2011; Ms Kate Heeps, Manager of Research and Rural Engagement, Royal
Agricultural Society of Victoria, Public Hearing, Melbourne, 24 October 2011; Agribusiness Yarra
Valley, Submission, Number 55, 14 August 2011; Ms Sarah Parker, Chief Executive Officer, Murray
Dairy, Public Hearing, Shepparton, 3 November 2011.
Mr John Goldsmith, Head of Campus, Longerenong College, Public Hearing, Horsham, 23 August
2011.
Dr Denis O’Brien, Transcript from Rural and Regional Services and Development Committee,
Inquiry into Retaining Young People in Rural Towns and Communities, Public Hearing, Alexandra,
12 April 2006.
Mr Craig Halliday, Head of School, Design and Sustainability, Bendigo Institute of TAFE, Public
Hearing, Bendigo, 23 June 2011.
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inundated with information about every industry. The farming sector does
poorly compared to others that map out career pathways in well‐packaged and
well‐presented ways.
1.56

Ms Heeps said:
We need to promote to teachers and get competitive with the other
industries and say, 'This is a viable option for your kids. It's actually not that
difficult to navigate your way through the pathways. Here are some of the
options. Here are the courses that are available.'51

51

52

53

54
55

1.57

Ms Heeps added that the farming sector also needs to provide careers advisers
with on‐farm exposure to agriculture, both as a way of helping them better
understand careers in the sector and to counter negative images that influence
careers advisers as much as the rest of the population. Mr Andrew Broad
agreed, telling the Committee that teachers themselves have to be inspired
before they can inspire young people.52

1.58

In Swan Hill the Committee heard that the accounting industry regularly
outperforms the farming sector in the information it provides on careers,
despite agriculture’s clear regional advantage.53

1.59

Dr Danielle Auldist, Executive Officer, GippsDairy said that many young people
don’t have a good understanding of dairy, or agriculture in general, even in a
strong dairy region such as Gippsland. When asked why this is the case, Ms
Auldist said it is industry’s responsibility to keep school careers advisers well
informed about what is required to succeed in dairy and the many
opportunities available in the sector.54

1.60

Mr Jacobsen also spoke about careers advisers’ lack of understanding of the
farming sector and that fixing this problem is the responsibility of the sector
itself. He mentioned the success AgriFood Skills Australia had enjoyed in
explaining the sector to Ms Bernadette Gigliotti, Director of the Career
Education Association of Victoria. Mr Jacobsen believed that this success was
only possible because the organisation had made the effort to inform Ms
Gigliotti of everything a career in agriculture offers.55

1.61

Ms Sarah Parker, the Chief Executive Officer of Murray Dairy advised the
Committee that Murray Dairy is working closely with schools and careers

Ms Kate Heeps, Manager of Research and Rural Engagement, Royal Agricultural Society of
Victoria, Public Hearing, Melbourne, 24 October 2011.
Mr Andrew Broad, President, Victorian Farmers Federation, Public Hearing, Melbourne, 24
October 2011.
Mr Glenn Stewart, Executive Officer, Murray Mallee Local Learning and Employment Network,
Public Hearing, Swan Hill, 21 July 2011.
Dr Danielle Auldist, Executive Officer, GippsDairy, Public Hearing, Leongatha, 21 September 2011.
Mr Niel Jacobsen, General Manager, Regional Strategies and R&D Adoption, AgriFood Skills
Australia, Consultations, Canberra, 16 November 2011.
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advisers to improve this situation, including through attending careers expos
and the Cows Create Careers program (discussed in Chapter 2).56
1.62

The Committee heard other examples where industry groups are taking the
initiative and getting the message out to students and teachers about the
career opportunities available in the farming sector. For example, Mildura
Development Corporation formed an Industry Workforce Development
Strategy for the Wine, Olive and Beverage Sectors (funded by the former
Department of Innovation, Industry and Regional Development) in which it
produced information brochures, spoke to careers advisers in local schools and
arranged industry site visits.57

1.63

Ms Anne Mansell, Chief Executive Officer of Mildura Development Corporation,
reported that careers advisers have since acknowledged that they are better
informed about careers in the sector and more likely to recommend a career in
agriculture to their students:
Continuing industry engagement with the education sector is pivotal in
attracting people to the wine, olive and beverage industries. This
engagement assists in breaking down the barriers between industry and
the education sector and establishes opportunities to promote to industry
the possibility of future school‐based apprenticeships, traineeships...58

1.64

The Committee also heard evidence that some school careers advisers are
promoting agriculture to young people. Ms Baum, for example, told the
Committee that she had been planning on joining the Navy before her careers
adviser recommended studying agriculture at Longerenong College.59 As well,
Mr Christiaan Condon in Horsham and Mr Shane Zammit in Ballarat told the
Committee that their careers advisers had encouraged pursuing a career in
agriculture – in the case of Mr Condon helping him to change his mind from
being a police officer:
Mr Bromley got hold of me at the end of Year 10 because I was looking at
going into the police force before going into this and he showed me the
pamphlets of Longy and got me on the phone to Donna. So I think just sort
of it was in the back of my mind, but Mr Bromley was drilling it into me
that it's a good place, that we've had a couple of students go there and
they really liked it, no negatives. I came up for the Open Day and it was
great. So I finished Year 12, had an interview up here and yes, since then
it's great.60
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60

Ms Sarah Parker, Chief Executive Officer, Murray Dairy, Public Hearing, Shepparton, 3 November
2011.
Mildura Development Corporation, Submission, Number 3, 14 July 2011.
Ms Anne Mansell, Chief Executive Officer, Mildura Development Corporation, Public Hearing,
Mildura, 20 July 2011.
Ms Karen Baum, Director, Pembroke Rural, Public Hearing, Nambrok, 20 September 2011.
Mr Christiaan Condon, Longerenong College, Public Hearing, Horsham, 23 August 2011.
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1.65

Mr Zammit told the Committee:
Mr ZAMMIT — What first attracted me to continue with my studies in
agriculture was my core interest in farming or agriculture from a young
age, but I was lucky enough to have a careers teacher through the VET
program in secondary school who said to me, ‘You can do a certificate in
agriculture, you know’. I thought that would be a great idea. I was lucky
enough to complete a few VCE units before Year 11, so I had the
opportunity — —
Mr HOWARD — What school was that?
Mr ZAMMIT — That was Damascus College. I had a bit of spare time, so I
had the opportunity to take part in one of these certificates, and one thing
led to another. I ended up finishing up secondary school with two
certificates under my belt and whilst doing these certificates I met one of
the teachers or lecturers at Ballarat uni, Mark Daffey, and he put me on to
another course and another course, and I just graduated I suppose to
finally complete a diploma in agriculture, and if there was another course
there I would probably hop onto that too.61

61

62

63

1.66

Mr Greg Hallihan, Primary Skills Victoria’s Executive Officer, suggested the state
government should create a bonded scholarship for rural careers advisers “…to
create a pool of careers teachers who have a strong agricultural bent”.62

1.67

It was also put to the Committee that the state government should partner
with industry to improve the professional development opportunities of
careers advisers before they are employed in schools across Victoria.63

Mr Shane Zammit, Student, School of Food, Land and Service Industries, University of Ballarat,
Public Hearing, Ballarat, 24 August 2011.
Mr Greg Hallihan, Executive Officer, Primary Skills Victoria, Public Hearing, Melbourne, 10
October 2011.
Skillinvest Group, Submission, Number 13, 4 August 2011; Mitta to Murray Landcare Network,
Submission, Number 67, 23 September 2011.
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Recommendation 2
That, in recognition of the important role of careers advisers in secondary schools, the
state government appoint a rural industries careers adviser within the Department of
Primary Industries or Primary Skills Victoria.
The role of the rural industries careers adviser would be to:
 Promote agricultural careers to students
 Have direct contact with schools to build awareness of the range of opportunities
in agriculture
 Be involved in careers expos and field days
 Educate careers advisers about the merits of agriculture and associated
professions and opportunities that are available
 Provide direct links for agriculture with the Careers Education Association of
Victoria
 Identify farm advocate speakers for schools
 Work with industry to promote careers and training pathways.

Recommendation 3
That the state government encourage peak industry bodies to increase their
communication with high school careers advisers, to ensure information about career
pathways and career opportunities in agriculture remains relevant, up‐to‐date and
easily accessible. This process could include providing careers advisers with on‐farm
experience.

Is a promotional campaign the answer?
“If it looks great, people will want to go into it.”
Professor Richard Roush, Melbourne.

64

1.68

It is telling that many in the farming sector would like to see a promotional
campaign highlighting the positive aspects of agriculture. In the Western
Australian town of Northam, young farmers added their voices to those saying
that the image of farming needs to improve – across the whole community. In
fact, when presented with a hypothetical opportunity to control the state
budget, all said they would spend the bulk of their budget promoting an
awareness of the realities of agriculture and a positive image of agriculture in
cities.64

1.69

Much of the blame for the community’s perception of agriculture is placed at
the feet of the media. Pratley’s comment below is resonant of other observers
of the media in Australia and what they believe about its attitude to agriculture
and farming:

Department of Agriculture and Food, WA, Northam Office, Site Visit, Western Australia, 9
September 2011.

Rural and Regional Committee

Page 33

Inquiry into the Capacity of the Farming Sector to Attract and Retain Young Farmers
and Respond to an Ageing Workforce

The general population is kept informed by the media of the negative
aspects of agriculture and challenges of the inland. There is always a
drought or flood to contend with and airplay is regularly given to extremist
campaigns, be they environmental vandalism, animal cruelty such as
mulesing, anti‐GM or even the over‐use of water for irrigation. All of this
goes to reinforce the notion that agriculture is an industry that does more
harm than good and perhaps its time has come for closure. Why then
would anyone choose a career in agriculture?65

65

66
67

68
69
70
71
72

1.70

Ms Suzanne Ryder uses similar language in her submission. She states that with
all of the negative images in the media, ‘…why would any young person see this
as their future?’.66

1.71

It is important to note here that this negative message is not coming solely
from outside rural communities through an uninformed metropolitan media. In
fact, Dr Scholfield from RMIT University Hamilton told the Committee: “Some
of the rural press could do with a lesson in positive media.”67

1.72

The Committee heard that this negative image can be countered by a positive
promotional campaign. Promotion can take many forms. For example, Mr Chris
Walsh from Access Farming spoke of a recent advertising campaign paid for by
the mining industry. Mr Walsh argued that the farming sector could do
something similar to promote the benefits agriculture brings to the Australian
community.68

1.73

It was also argued that promoting agriculture directly in schools, including
industry tours, would be valuable. For example, Skillinvest Group’s submission
includes information on a pilot project proposal: ‘Primary Vocational Education
and Careers’. The pilot, a joint program between WorkCo Ltd and Horsham
Primary School, aims to provide Year 5 and 6 students with practical experience
of a number of trades, including agriculture and land management.69

1.74

The Committee understands that there are examples of industry promotion in
schools, such as WestVic Dairy and the National Centre for Dairy Education’s
work in schools in south‐west Victoria.70

1.75

Ms Inglis suggested promotion campaigns should celebrate farmers’
achievements, such as record crop yields.71 Other suggested areas to promote
include: farming’s environmental and animal welfare credentials;72 lifestyle

Pratley J E, ‘Workforce planning in agriculture: agricultural education and capacity building at the
crossroads’, Farm Policy Journal, Vol 5, No 3, August Quarter 2008.
Ms Suzanne Ryder, Submission, Number 51, 12 August 2011.
Dr Kaye Scholfield, Senior Manager Community Partnerships and Projects, RMIT University,
Hamilton, Public Hearing, Dunkeld, 17 October 2011.
Mr Chris Walsh, Director, Access Farming Pty Ltd, Public Hearing, Dunkeld, 17 October 2011.
Skillinvest Group, Submission, Number 13, 4 August 2011.
Westvic Staffing Solutions, Submission, Number 36, 5 August 2011.
Ms Emma Inglis, Student, Timboon P‐12 School, Public Hearing, Timboon, 18 October 2011.
Country Women’s Association of Victoria Inc, Submission, Number 7, 28 July 2011; Hepburn Shire
Council, Submission, Number 21, 5 August 2011; Young Agribusiness Professionals, Victorian
Farmers Federation, Submission, Number 39, 5 August 2011.
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advantages of farming;73 and the financial opportunities available to young
farmers.74
1.76

The Committee heard that presenting such stories to the media, including
promoting successful young farmers, would encourage young people to
consider a career in agriculture.75 A possible promotional campaign was
suggested by Mr Nathan Free, a young Swan Hill horticulturalist, who, looking
back on his time at school, mentioned that students would have benefited
from a successful young farmer speaking to them about their career. Mr Free
argued that encountering a “fresh, young face” would help negate many of the
negative perceptions young people attach to agriculture:
Mr DRUM — Do you think if we stood you at the front of some classrooms
and let you speak to some Years 8, 9 and 10 kids, your story about what
you have been able to do might be a positive story for young people like
yourself? Kids would like the idea that you have been overseas to California
three times in the last 12 months...
Mr FREE — That is probably one thing that we did not really have when we
were at school. There was not a fresh, young face in agriculture. You would
come home, and if dad had to go to a meeting, you had to go along if mum
was away or for some other reason, and there were only old people there;
there were no fresh young faces there to get among.76

1.77

It would seem that there is no shortage of potential applicants for this position.
The young people Ms Heeps has encountered as part of her job are excited by
their careers and keen to promote the benefits and positive side of a career in
agriculture. Ms Caitlin Scholfield from the AgNext network group also told the
Committee that AgNext members are excited and passionate about their
careers in the farming sector. Speaking about the organisation’s membership,
Ms Scholfield said: “…we have captured a group of people that are highly
skilled, that are the best of the best, and they want to be involved in this
industry...”.77

1.78

Ms Julia Schlapp said:
Maybe taking a leaf out of extension and picking up on key people within
the region to go into the schools and share some of their experiences and

73

74

75

76
77

Wellington Shire Council, Submission, Number 18, 5 August 2011; North West Municipalities
Association, Submission, Number 50, 12 August 2011.
Gardiner Foundation, Submission, Number 22, 5 August 2011; Victorian Farmers Federation,
Submission, Number 27, 5 August 2011; John Mulvany, ‘Future dairy supply for Alpine Valleys
North East Victoria’, June 2010; Mr John Mulvany, Consultant, ONFARM Consulting, Public
Hearing, Leongatha, 21 September 2011.
Ms Georgina Gubbins, Managing Director, Maneroo Partnership, Public Hearing, Timboon, 18
October 2011; Mr James Clark, Coordinator, South Gippsland Agribusiness Professionals, Public
Hearing, Leongatha, 21 September 2011; Mr John Mulvany, Consultant, ONFARM Consulting,
Public Hearing, Leongatha, 21 September 2011; Mr Robert Sonogan, Submission, Number 6, 26
July 2011.
Mr Nathan Free, Horticulturalist, Duralgai Horticulture, Public Hearing, Swan Hill, 21 July 2011.
Ms Caitlin Scholfield, Coordinator, AgNext, Public Hearing, Melbourne, 24 October 2011.
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show the kids that they are actually running a multimillion‐dollar
businesses, they are not just pushing sheep down a race or something like
that. These days most farms are considered businesses and they are
huge.78
1.79

Ms Ailsa Gibson from the VFF’s Young Agribusiness Professionals group told the
Committee that she would also like to see successful young farmers going into
schools, to show students what can be achieved in agriculture.79

1.80

In fact, in its submission Young Agribusiness Professionals says that the
Department of Primary Industries agrees with the need to feature young
farmers more prominently in the media:
It is also essential to start changing the perceptions that many people have
of agriculture. Rather than having it perceived as an ageing industry full of
old guys in overalls with a beaten up ute, the youth demographic needs to
be highlighted. One example of this is to feature younger farmers in all
advertising and imagery. The YAPs have put this to various agencies and
DPI have agreed to do so.80

78

79

80

81

82
83

1.81

In Western Australia, Ms Kerry Regan, Executive Officer, Grains Industry told
the Committee that the government is trying to get more stories about
successful farmers to appear in the mainstream press.81

1.82

Another option suggested by Mr Walsh was making a documentary on the
farming sector. With many of his metropolitan peers enjoying watching
programs such as Landline, he argued that a documentary has the potential to
reach a wide audience. According to Mr Walsh: “I do not think you need to be
from a regional area to find agribusiness or agriculture exciting.”82

1.83

This raises an interesting question about justifying the expense of a campaign
promoting the positive aspects of the farming sector to people living in the city.
On one hand the Committee heard that a campaign should promote farming as
a career to potential recruits based primarily in rural and regional Victoria; on
the other hand there is a call to promote the sector to an urban population.
The General Manager of the Royal Agricultural Society of Victoria, Mr Brad
Jenkins, said that one of the benefits of the annual Royal Agricultural Show held
in Melbourne is that it links producers with consumers, helping the public gain
a greater understanding of food’s origins.83

Ms Julia Schlapp, Research Project Officer, RMIT University, Hamilton, Public Hearing, Dunkeld, 17
October 2011.
Ms Ailsa Gibson, Policy and Administration Officer, Young Agribusiness Professionals, Victorian
Farmers Federation, Public Hearing, Melbourne 24 October 2011.
Young Agribusiness Professionals, Victorian Farmers Federation, Submission, Number 39, 5
August 2011.
Ms Kerry Regan, Executive Officer, Former Development Officer, AgLinkEd, Department of
Agriculture and Food, WA, Consultations, Western Australia, 8 September 2011.
Mr Chris Walsh, Director, Access Farming Pty Ltd, Public Hearing, Dunkeld, 17 October 2011.
Mr Brad Jenkins, General Manager, Royal Agricultural Society of Victoria, Public Hearing,
Melbourne 24 October 2011.
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1.84

Albeit the concept is a popular one there are many questions about a
promotional campaign that are difficult to answer. Should a promotional
campaign try to attract young people from the cities to work in agriculture?
The Committee heard evidence that in Victoria targeting young people in cities
would not be successful, with farm workers overwhelmingly being sourced
from regional areas. However, the Committee also heard from young city
people working in agriculture about how much they enjoyed their chosen
profession. The issue of targeting urban populations is discussed further in
Chapter 3.

1.85

Another reason for running such campaigns may be that the promotional
campaign will simply help the industry feel better about itself. This is of value
and was a point made in Perth by Mr Paul Mole, Managing Editor at the
Kondinin Group. Mr Mole suggested that successful farmers, or ‘ambassadors’,
would achieve a great deal of good for the sector if given the opportunity to
celebrate their success.84

1.86

In Western Australia, the Hon Terry Redman, Minister for Agriculture and Food,
Forestry, Corrective Service also spoke of the need to promote a more positive
image of agriculture across the wider community, in order to change attitudes
and ‘reconnect’ people with the sector. In the Minister’s view, farmers need to
overcome their historic individualism and unite to present a more positive
image of farming. This, he said, is the responsibility of industry, with the role of
government being to provide assistance where it can, confident of doing so
because there are many good careers in the sector available to young people.85

Government responsibility or industry responsibility?
“Industry needs to be the driver; government can only be a partner.”
Hon Terry Redman, Government of Western Australia.
“If there is a desire from different sectors of the industry that want to do
something, it is up to them to start to drive it.”
Hon Peter Walsh MP, Victorian Government.
1.87

84

85

86

It is hard to get away from the fact that any promotional campaign needs to be
self‐promotion; that is, it is the responsibility of the farming sector to market
itself better to young people. Indeed, this need to challenge the
misconceptions around agriculture will only grow as society becomes
increasingly urbanised.86

Mr Paul Mole, Managing Editor, Kondinin Group, Consultations, Western Australia, 9 September
2011.
Hon Terry Redman MLA, Minister for Agriculture and Food, Forestry, Corrective Services,
Government of Western Australia, Consultations, Western Australia, 8 September 2011.
SED Consulting, Workforce Development Plan for the Victorian Grains and Dairy Industries,
Victorian Government, Melbourne 2010.
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88

89

90

91

92

93

1.88

The need for industry to take responsibility for a promotional campaign,
perhaps in partnership with the state government, was heard frequently
throughout this Inquiry.87 In Nambrok, Mr Shearer called for the creation of a
council of peak farming and agribusiness bodies with the remit of specifically
addressing this issue.88 Pratley discusses a ‘promotional revolution’, through
cooperation of peak bodies, industry, government, research and development
organisations, professional societies, and the education sector.89

1.89

Mr John Goldsmith, Head of Campus at Longerenong College said the levies
paid by farmers to industry bodies could fund this promotional campaign:
“Farmers want workers, so let’s use some of that money to sell the message.”90
On levies, Mr Scott believed that the benefits farmers receive on the levies they
pay is “tenfold”.91

1.90

The Committee appreciates the many competing demands placed on peak
bodies. However, it would seem to follow that peak bodies could consider
allocating part of their levy collection to more actively promoting their
industries in a way that attracts more young people to the farming workforce.

1.91

Mr Graham Nickless also pointed out the responsibility the agricultural sector
itself must take for its own success. He provided the Committee with
information on the Alpine Valleys Agrifood program, which is designed to raise
the profile of the region and encourage investment in agribusiness.92 A similar
program, the Alpine Valleys Dairy Pathways Project, was also presented to the
Committee by Mr Ken Jones from North East Murray Dairy.93

Ms Karen Baum, Director, Pembroke Rural, Public Hearing, Nambrok, 20 September 2011;
Professor Richard Roush, President, Australian Council of Deans of Agriculture, Public Hearing,
Melbourne, 10 October 2011; The Hon Peter Walsh MP, Minister for Agriculture and Food
Security, Minister for Water, Victoria Government, Public Hearing, Melbourne, 5 December 2011;
Mr Peter Schwarz, Member Southern Region Panel, Grains Research and Development
Corporation, Public Hearing, Shepparton, 3 November 2011; Mr Andrew Plunkett, Chairman, Fruit
Growers Victoria Ltd, Public Hearing, Shepparton, 3 November 2011; Agribusiness Yarra Valley,
Submission, Number 55, 14 August 2011; Baw Baw Shire Council, Submission, Number 59, 17
August 2011; Industries Development Committee Workforce, Skills and Training Working Group,
Workforce, Training and Skills Issues in Agriculture, Commonwealth of Australia, Canberra 2009;
Dr Denis O’Brien, Transcript from Rural and Regional Services and Development Committee,
Inquiry into Retaining Young People in Rural Towns and Communities, Public Hearing, Alexandra,
12 April 2006.
Mr Chris Shearer, Treasurer, Agribusiness Gippsland, Public Hearing, Nambrok, 20 September
2011.
Pratley J E, ‘Workforce planning in agriculture: agricultural education and capacity building at the
crossroads’, Farm Policy Journal, Vol 5, No 3, August Quarter 2008.
Mr John Goldsmith, Head of Campus, Longerenong College, Public Hearing, Horsham, 23 August
2011.
Mr Dale Scott, District Council President, United Dairy Farmers Victoria, Public Hearing, Nambrok,
20 September 2011.
Mr Graham Nickless, Project Manager, Alpine Valleys Agrifood / Economic Development Manager
Rural City of Wangaratta, Public Hearing, Beechworth, 4 August 2011.
Mr Ken Jones, Director, Murray Goulburn Dairy Co‐operative, Public Hearing, Beechworth, 4
August 2011.
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1.92

Ms Schlapp said that young people in high schools can learn a lot from
successful farmers.94 It might be the case that, as Mr Ben Reeve argued,95
successful farmers are too busy being successful to spend time promoting their
success to young people. However, some farmers are able to give up their time.
For example, Mr Nick Sher, whose farm the Committee visited after the
Horsham public hearing, regularly addresses students at Marcus Oldham
College.

1.93

Mr Greg Hallihan told the Committee that this responsibility is acknowledged
by the industry representatives who comprise Primary Skills Victoria.96 As
another example, Ms Scholfield, who held a sales and marketing position at
Tapex, a plastics and twine manufacturer, was allowed time off to attend
events (such as the Committee’s public hearing) and speak to students at
schools. Ms Scholfield made the point that this agreement benefited both the
company – on leaving she was no longer the only female working at Tapex nor
the youngest – and the overall strength of the farming sector. She added that
the situation was the same at her previous employer, Landmark.97

1.94

Ms Belinda Bassingthwaighte also mentioned that she had been able to take
advantage of several ‘volunteer days’ when working as an agribusiness analyst
with NAB.98

1.95

Examples of industry groups engaged in promoting agricultural careers to
young people:








1.96

94

95

96

97
98
99

National Centre for Pork Industry Training and Education
Horticulture Australia
Dairy Australia / National Centre for Dairy Education Australia
Agforce Queensland
National Association of Forestry Industries
Rural Skills Australia
Sustain Ability International.99

As the Committee has heard, social media tools are now an integral part of any
industry’s promotion tools. Mr Mike Carroll revealed that the Meat and
Livestock Association uses social media such as YouTube and Facebook to make
its research available to the wider public. He told the Committee just how

Ms Julia Schlapp, Research Project Officer, RMIT University, Hamilton, Public Hearing, Dunkeld, 17
October 2011.
Mr Ben Reeve, Recruitment Manager, Mike Stephens and Associates, Public Hearing, Ballarat, 24
August 2011.
Mr Greg Hallihan, Executive Officer, Primary Skills Victoria, Public Hearing, Melbourne, 10
October 2011.
Ms Caitlin Scholfield, Coordinator, AgNext, Public Hearing, Melbourne, 24 October 2011.
Ms Belinda Bassingthwaighte, Coordinator, AgNext, Public Hearing, Melbourne, 24 October 2011.
Industries Development Committee Workforce, Skills and Training Working Group, Workforce,
Training and Skills Issues in Agriculture, Commonwealth of Australia, Canberra 2009.
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important it is for the farming sector to constantly disseminate information
about its achievements and the benefits it brings to Victoria.100
1.97

Farmers can also take their message directly to the wider public. In 2009, Mr
Nathan Edwards, a dairy farmer from Casterton, posted a video on YouTube
that showed off his farm and the ways in which he cares for his cows. Mr
Edwards told the Committee that he posted the video in order to present a
realistic portrayal of his industry, the positives of what he does and a lifestyle
he enjoys.

1.98

As Mr Edwards said: “I’m proud to be a dairy farmer.”101

1.99

The Committee also followed with interest the ‘AgChatOz’ group on Twitter
(#agchatoz).

1.100 Young people need easily accessible information about career opportunities in
the farming sector and the skills required for a successful and profitable career.
As the farming sector continues to become more professional, this information
must continue to be disseminated through increasingly sophisticated channels.

Recommendation 4
That the state government partner with peak industry bodies to promote a positive
image of agriculture, including reference to skill sets, salary packages, technology and
lifestyle. The funding should be directed at:
 Supporting roles for ‘ambassadors’ or ‘champions’ to reach young people directly
with a view to establishing an ongoing ‘ambassadors’ program to go into high
schools and speak to students directly
 A Young Farmer of the Year award
 Buying media space for a broad advertising campaign.

Promotion
1.101 Witnesses suggested some ways in which the state government could act to
improve the image of farming, mostly through partnering with the sector itself.
1.102 Mr Ian Gibb, Director Sustainable Development at Corangamite Shire agreed
that better promotion of the benefits of working in agriculture is needed. It was
his view that partnerships are the key to successful promotion, with
educational institutions and regional local government in particular having a
role to play with industry.102

100

101
102

Mr Michael Carroll, Director, Meat and Livestock Australia, Public Hearing, Melbourne, 24
October 2011.
Mr Nathan Edwards, Dairy Farmer, Casterton, Public Hearing, Dunkeld, 17 October 2011.
Mr Ian Gibb, Director Sustainable Development, Shire of Corangamite, Public Hearing, Timboon,
18 October 2011.
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1.103 In Canberra, Mr Brian Duggan, the National Farmers’ Federation’s Workplace
Relations and Legal Affairs Manager, added that a partnership between
government and industry is needed to develop an education campaign
promoting the positive sides of agriculture, including its environmental
credentials and animal welfare issues.103 Regarding this, Mr Allen Grant, from
the Department of Agriculture, Forestry and Fisheries told the Committee that
the department is supporting The Year of the Farmer in 2012.104
1.104 Professor Roush thought it worthwhile for the government to link young people
with the top performing farmers. He noted that farmers are generally modest
people, with even the most successful wary of bringing too much attention to
themselves. However, Professor Roush suggested a solution: to remind these
farmers that a publicity campaign would be designed to inspire the next
generation of farmers to believe that a successful and rewarding career in
agriculture is possible.105
1.105 Hollonds speaks for many when arguing that the aim of any campaign should
be to promote an accurate up‐to‐date image of agriculture. The campaign
would focus on areas such as the diversity of careers, the scientific nature of
farming work, and the business and financial skills needed to succeed.106
1.106 Campaigns alone will not change social attitudes – they must be underwritten
by the reality of a strong farming sector that offers good employment
opportunities to young people. Image alone will not suffice, agriculture must be
able to attract and retain young people.107 As Malcolm says, it is the
responsibility of agriculture to ensure that ‘…those young people who are so
inclined to work in agriculture are better skilled for the task and are able to be
better rewarded, competitively rewarded, for their efforts’.108 The workplace
and wages are discussed in Chapter 8.
1.107 Helping young people realise that agriculture is a great place to be is a joint
responsibility shared by rural and regional communities, government, the
media, and industry. However, the Committee believes that industry itself
should lead the way in showcasing what is great about a career in agriculture.
1.108 As Skillinvest Group says in its submission:
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105
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107

108

Mr Brian Duggan, Manager Workplace Relations and Legal Affairs, National Farmers’ Federation,
Consultations, Canberra 16 November 2011.
Mr Allen Grant, First Assistant Secretary, Agricultural Productivity Division, Forestry and Fisheries,
Consultations, Canberra, 16 November 2011.
Professor Richard Roush, President, Australian Council of Deans of Agriculture, Public Hearing,
Melbourne, 10 October 2011.
Hollonds J, ‘Human resource needs for the Australian agricultural industry’, Literature Review,
2011.
Westvic Staffing Solutions, Submission, Number 36, 5 August 2011; The Allen Consulting Group,
Rebuilding the Agricultural Workforce: Report to the Business/Higher Education Round Table, The
Allen Consulting Group, Melbourne 2012.
Agriculture and agricultural science: where have all the young people gone, Malcolm B,
‘Agriculture and agricultural science: where have all the young people gone’, Paper presented to
Young Agribusiness Leaders Summit, Melbourne, 18 August 2010; Royal Agricultural Society of
Victoria, Submission, Number 32, 5 August 2011.
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[Industry must] let young people know agriculture is financially rewarding,
there is a long‐term career path with many opportunities and using world
class technology and practices. Other industries are doing this and
attracting the young people from the market place that the agricultural
industry needs…We can’t change the weather, markets or natural disasters
but we can manage the industry in a positive manner that talks up the
future.109
1.109 If considering a promotional campaign the state government would need to
determine the relative values of a broad approach aimed at young people
across Victoria versus a campaign targeted at young people already living in
farming communities and who have been exposed to agriculture their whole
lives.
1.110 The particular message that Youth Forum participants wanted to get across to
the state government and all Members of Parliament was that agriculture has a
career for everyone. This is a subtle reversal of the way careers in agriculture
can be portrayed and reflects the sentiments of young people in agriculture
that there is plenty of scope in the industry for experts from many sectors. The
Forum put it this way to the Committee:
Youth Forum Recommendation 2
That government and industry take on the key inclusive message: agriculture
has a career for everyone.
1.111 It is the Committee’s view that promotion of agriculture and development and
modernisation of the image of agriculture in the community is crucial to the
health of the sector. The following recommendations have been suggested as a
starting point for a focus on the image of agriculture in both industry and
government approaches:

Recommendation 5
That the state government work with industry to support the development of an
information and promotion campaign highlighting opportunities for young people and
new farmers in niche agricultural industries.
Such a campaign could focus on the relative ease of entry into the industry, its
profitability and environmental credentials.

Recommendation 6
That the state government include modern images of agriculture and food and fibre
producers in its information and marketing materials, to change the public’s
‘traditional’ view of the agricultural industry including the importance of health and
well‐being.
109

Skillinvest Group, Submission, Number 13, 4 August 2011.
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1.112 The role of government is discussed in more detail in Chapter 13.

Awards
1.113 Mr Don Lawson suggested the state government should support the setting up
of a competition to find the ‘best’ young farmer in Victoria. The idea is based
on a concept in New Zealand and, in the view of Mr Lawson has two benefits
relating to this Inquiry.110
1.114 Firstly, it promotes the best in agriculture, including advanced scientific
thinking, business management skills and exciting new practices, to young
people interested in a career as well as the wider general public. Several
witnesses spoke of the need to promote examples of successful farmers and
farming businesses. Ms Claire Penniceard, for example, argued that promoting
success would be a good antidote to the traditional negative imagery that
dominates media coverage of agriculture.111
1.115 Secondly, a young farmer competition sets up a process whereby support
networks for young farmers participating in the competition are created
throughout the sector.
1.116 Ms Harrington also supported the setting up of such a competition based on
the successful example she had also seen in New Zealand: “Travelling to New
Zealand to witness the final was an incredible experience; I was blown away
with the professionalism of it all.”112
1.117 Mr Jenkins and Ms Heeps told the Committee that Royal Agricultural Societies
across Australia are currently developing state competitions, with a national
final to be held in 2014. The competition will test both business planning and
more hands‐on skills.113
1.118 The topic of promoting agriculture among the wider community was also
discussed in relation to awards. Mr Jenkins mentioned the Weekly Times Farm
Business Awards, but told the Committee that the Society is struggling to find
corporate sponsorship money for the awards.114 Current sponsors listed on the
Society’s website are: The Weekly Times; Rural Finance; Bayer Crop Science;
Genetics Australia; and the Department of Primary Industries.
1.119 Dr Livingstone supported the idea of promoting successful farmers through
business awards. He did warn that it can be hard to find farmers willing to put
110

111

112

113

114

Mr Don Lawson, Director, Australian Beef Industry Foundation, Public Hearing, Mansfield, 5
August 2011.
Ms Claire Penniceard, Director and Owner, The Pig Pen Pty Ltd, Public Hearing, Beechworth, 4
August 2011.
Ms Carlie Harrington, President, Victorian Young Farmers, Public Hearing, Ballarat, 24 August
2011.
Mr Brad Jenkins, General Manager, Royal Agricultural Society of Victoria, Public Hearing,
Melbourne 24 October 2011; Ms Kate Heeps, Manager of Research and Rural Engagement, Royal
Agricultural Society of Victoria, Public Hearing, Melbourne, 24 October 2011.
Ibid.
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their name forward for these awards and partly attributed this avoidance of
the public spotlight, or ‘shyness’, to the isolated nature of agriculture; that is,
farming can be a solitary pursuit where interaction with other people can be
minimal. However, Dr Livingstone also suggested that a more positive attitude
to promotion will develop over time thanks to the younger generation’s
increased confidence speaking in public and addressing the media.115 (The
solitary nature of farming is also important when it comes to human resource
management, as discussed in Chapter 8.)
1.120 Ms Heeps also mentioned the Royal Agricultural Society’s Rural Ambassador
Awards, which serve the dual purpose of promoting successful young people
(aged between 20–30 years) and modernising farming’s image. Ms Heeps told
the Committee that the image of farming is currently too narrow – ie the
traditional one of a strong male engaged in hard physical labour – and that this
restricts its appeal. It was felt that promoting the modern face of farming that
accurately reflects the diversity of both people and skills in agriculture would
also broaden its appeal among young people who currently do not relate to the
traditional – and now outdated – image.116
1.121 In its submission, the Royal Agricultural Society expands on the idea of an
outdated image linked to what it calls a wider ‘rural image crisis’. It goes on to
say that the image is part of a nostalgic, romanticised view of agricultural
communities that is ‘…to the detriment of allowing a diverse range of people
identifying opportunity for themselves in this image’.117
1.122 Other evidence also spoke of the need to update agriculture’s image, to more
accurately reflect the sector’s high skill base and career opportunities.118
1.123 A final thought on business awards was provided by Mr Broad. He thought that
although a useful promotional device, awards should not be considered a tool
for passing on the knowledge of successful farmers to other producers. This
‘information transfer’ is the role of networks, with Mr Broad giving the example
of the now ceased Farm Advance (part of the National Soil Conservation
Program) and the Target 10 programs aimed at the dairy industry.119 Networks
are discussed further in Chapter 11.
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Dr Simon Livingstone, Principal, Marcus Oldham College, Public Hearing, Melbourne, 24 October
2011.
Ms Kate Heeps, Manager of Research and Rural Engagement, Royal Agricultural Society of
Victoria, Public Hearing, Melbourne, 24 October 2011.
Royal Agricultural Society of Victoria, Submission, Number 32, 5 August 2011.
The Potter Rural Community Research Network, RMIT University, Submission, Number 33, 5
August 2011; National Centre for Farmer Health, Submission, Number 43, 8 August 2011;
Victorian Association of Forest Industries, Submission, Number 54, 12 August 2011; Mr Andrew
Lockwood‐Penny, Submission, Number 63, 7 September 2011; AgriFood Skills Australia, 2011
Environmental Scan of the Agrifood Industry: Australia’s regions, Australia’s future, AgriFood Skills
Australia, Canberra 2011; Pratley J E, ‘Workforce planning in agriculture: agricultural education
and capacity building at the crossroads’, Farm Policy Journal, Vol 5, No 3, August Quarter 2008.
Mr Andrew Broad, President, Victorian Farmers Federation, Public Hearing, Melbourne, 24
October 2011.
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Positive about the future
“The opportunities are there if we can have the workforce and the
infrastructure to capitalise, and they are going to be there for a very
long time.” Mr Andrew Broad, Melbourne.
“The outlook for agriculture over the next decade looks as good as it has
looked for the last 20 or 30 years.” Mr Ted Gretrix, Bendigo.
1.124 The Committee was pleased to hear that overall, many witnesses were very
confident about the future of agriculture in Victoria. Mr Wilson admitted that
young people do pick up on bad news, such as SPC reducing their intake of fruit
and supermarkets increasing the amount of fruit they import. As well, the
decline in the number of producers is viewed as a negative development.
However, Mr Wilson added that these fewer players are in fact investing
heavily in the future through increased plantings.
1.125 Mr Wilson said:
The people that are making the changes are those who are investing
significantly financially in the future, so they believe that there is a future.
We know as an industry that we have got one, because we can make these
changes; and the people that have a succession plan, who have youth
coming on in their organisations, are the ones that are generally
investing.120
1.126 Export markets are growing as well, with Mr Wilson telling the Committee that
the biggest buyers of his farm’s pears are in Vancouver and that his apples sell
well throughout Asia. Mr Gary Godwell agreed that the horticulture industry is
currently profitable with great potential for export growth.121
1.127 There are many examples of positives about farming and agricultural work
throughout this Inquiry. Below is a section chosen to illustrate the range of
things that are positive about the farming community and appreciated by all
Victorians in their chosen careers.
1.128 Many Victorians talked about the wealth creation opportunities:
As an industry, agriculture needs to portray itself as being more positive. It
is hard, having come out of so many years of drought, because people have
been feeling negative and things like that, but there is good money to be
made if you are good at what you do. That needs to be sold to people.122
We are running multimillion‐dollar businesses. We started out with not
much at all when we took out a loan for an $80,000 block across the road
which was 50 acres. Now we have grown, we have bought our family farm
120

121

122

Mr John Wilson, General Manager and Secretary, Fruit Growers Victoria Ltd, Public Hearing,
Shepparton, 3 November 2011.
Mr Gary Godwell, Director Education Portfolio, Fruit Growers Victoria Ltd, Public Hearing,
Shepparton, 3 November 2011.
Ms Georgina Gubbins, Managing Director, Maneroo Partnership, Public Hearing, Timboon, 18
October 2011.
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out and we have bought a couple of hundred acres next door. Now we are
running land that is worth a few million dollars. So it can happen. People
just think, ‘We can’t afford to buy a $3 million farm’, and they just do not
give it a second thought.123
I still think there is a bright future in agriculture. There is money to be
made.124
1.129 Lifestyle is also very important for families:
My wife and I moved back up to Rushworth in our late 20s when we
decided to start a family. It was a time in our lives to have a look at our
situation and we decided that we would prefer to rear our children in a
country environment because I wanted to farm and because in our view it
provided a better way of life, particularly in the context of bringing up the
children. That was the motivation in our case to do what we did.125
1.130 Jennifer Grinter spoke about the community support mechanisms she enjoys:
I miss the farm terribly. I am the first to admit that when I left high school I
was a bit like, ‘Oh, good, go out and see the world’, and that sort of thing. I
got up to Albury, which is admittedly only two hours up the road, and
went, ‘I want to go home’. I missed the farm and the relationships that I
had made through Young Farmers and the community in general so much
that I am really glad to be getting back into it this coming year, because the
support mechanisms and everything you make I really do believe last for a
lifetime.126
1.131 Agriculture is a sector full of individuals passionate and enthusiastic about their
work:
It gave me heart, having spent some time with 25 young farmers, that we
do have a future. They are smart, they are positive and they are really keen
to go.127
1.132 Others mentioned the range of opportunities available in the sector, such as Mr
Dom Baxter:
…we have been through some tough years where it is hard to paint the
positives, but coming out of the drought there is an awful lot of
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Ms Kay Antony, Dairy Farmer and Director, Warrnambool Cheese and Butter / Director, WestVic
Dairy / President, Portland Branch, United Dairy Farmers, Public Hearing, Dunkeld, 17 October
2011.
Mr Shane Zammit, Student, School of Food, Land and Service Industries, University of Ballarat,
Public Hearing, Ballarat, 24 August 2011.
Mr Adrian Weston, Member, Campaspe Concerned Citizens, Public Hearing, Shepparton, 3
November 2011.
Ms Jennifer Grinter, Member, Victorian Young Farmers, Public Hearing, Shepparton, 3 November
2011.
Ms Kerry Anderson, Projects Manager, Loddon Murray Community Leadership Program Inc, Public
Hearing, Bendigo, 23 June 2011.

Page 46

Rural and Regional Committee

Chapter One | Image

opportunity in irrigation areas at the moment. There is probably more
opportunity than I have seen before.128
1.133 While others, like Mr Matt Glowrey, talked about the opportunities available in
their own areas:
There are a lot of positive things about being in this area. We are close to
our feed sources, water sources are looking quite positive, there is a lot
going for this area.129
1.134 And finally, young farmers provided compelling reasons why the farming sector
needs to be supported:
We would firstly like to point out that we are extremely positive about
farming and we are optimistic about our business going into the future. We
are big believers that the world is changing from an oil‐based economy
towards a protein‐based economy and that farmers are going to be the
backbone of this. Really we are very positive, and we think with the
support of the government Australian farmers are really going to be an
important part of the economy going into the future, so we think it is well
worth looking after the industry.130

128

129
130

Mr Dom Baxter, Counsellor, North Central Rural Financial Counselling Service, Public Hearing,
Bendigo, 23 June 2011.
Mr Matt Glowrey, Dairy Farmer, Glowrey Dairy Farm, Public Hearing, Swan Hill, 21 July 2011.
Mr Jack Tucker, Farmer, Maroona, Public Hearing, Dunkeld, 17 October 2011.
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Chapter Two
In school
Key Messages
 Demand for high school agriculture courses has been declining over recent years.
 High school agriculture courses are not provided everywhere in rural and regional
Victoria.
 Young people enjoy direct exposure to agriculture through work experience and
school‐based apprenticeships.
 Industry must lead in providing this ‘hands‐on’ experience to school students.
 The ‘Cows Create Careers’ program is an example of industry taking responsibility
for exposing young people to agriculture.
 Rural schools often need a ‘champion’ to ensure agriculture courses are provided.
 Young people learn from older mentors.
 There is misinformation regarding compliance issues throughout the farming
sector which may be preventing young people from gaining practical farming
experience.

Introduction
2.1

In this Chapter the Committee examines what motivates young people to
engage with agriculture as a discipline. It also looks at how schools in rural and
regional areas facilitate that engagement and support students to understand
the career opportunities available in agriculture.
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2.2

The Terms of Reference for this Inquiry do not specifically cover the role played
by primary and secondary schools in influencing young people’s attitudes
towards agriculture. This subject is covered in depth by the Parliament of
Victoria’s Education and Training Committee’s concurrent Inquiry into
Agricultural Education and Training.1

2.3

Demand for VCE agricultural and horticultural subjects in high schools across
Victoria – and Australia – has been in decline for a number of years. In
Canberra, Mr Craig Burns, Rural Industries Research and Development
Corporation’s Managing Director, attributed this decline to three main causes:




Over recent years agriculture has been viewed increasingly as a ‘soft
subject’, thereby reducing its prestige
Agriculture’s image among teachers being harmed by concerns such as
perceptions of environmental mismanagement
Rural parents discouraging their children from pursuing a career in
agriculture and considering success only in terms of achievements outside
of the sector and rural areas.2

2.4

This evidence is important because young people’s worldviews are greatly
shaped by their experience in school. This chapter briefly reports the evidence
heard by the Committee – much of it anecdotal – that it believes is important
for policy makers and industry alike. Much of the information crosses over into
the discussion around agriculture’s image included in Chapter 1.

2.5

This chapter ends with a discussion on two schools that, while based on
different models, are both achieving impressive outcomes in supporting young
students for whom a career in agriculture is their first choice: Mansfield
Secondary College; and the Western Australian College of Agriculture –
Cunderdin.

Exposure to agriculture
2.6

1

2

3

Throughout the Committee’s hearings for this Inquiry several witnesses told
the Committee that careers in agriculture are generally not well promoted in
Victorian schools, even throughout rural and regional Victoria. This information
was supplied early in the Inquiry, by young people in Birchip; industry
representatives such as Mr David Chamberlin, Chief Executive Officer, Birchip
Cropping Group;3 and education professionals such as Ms Jenny Grigg, Director

For further Inquiry and contact information for the Education and Training Committee see:
www.parliament.vic.gov.au/etc.
Mr Craig Burns, Managing Director, Rural Industries Research and Development Corporation,
Consultations, Canberra, 16 November 2011.
Mr David Chamberlin, Chief Executive Officer, Birchip Cropping Group, Workshop, Birchip, 19 July
2011.
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Business Development, Sunraysia Institute of TAFE4 and Mr Glenn Stewart,
Executive Officer, Murray Mallee Local Learning and Employment Network.5
2.7

Students themselves also expressed these concerns to the Committee. The
Committee was surprised to hear from rural students of their minimal
knowledge of agriculture in their own regions. For example, Ms Rachel Mariner
from Lavers Hill P–12 College spoke eloquently about the need for promoting
agricultural careers and helping young people develop a greater understanding
of the sector:
The schools are urging us to find our paths and to go in a direction that we
are comfortable in and that we are good at. I find that the idea of farms is
starting to dwindle a little bit, particularly with kids. A lot of kids do not
understand farming and agriculture. They are automatically going to go for
something they are good at like sport or medicine because they do not
understand how farms work and what sort of things they have to do on a
farm. There are kids going into agriculture, farming and equine studies, but
I find that a lot of them are from a farming background. They understand it
and it is something they know they are good at and that they can do.6

2.8

Mr Alexander Keir from Timboon P–12 School pointed out that of all the
options presented to students at his school, a career in agriculture was not
among them:
We do not get any information whatsoever about farming. I know that
agriculture needs to be brought up through school a lot more if you want
more kids to go into the agricultural business, because there is not a large
option there. The kids who may want to end up on that path are not
getting the option to do it.7

4

5

6
7

2.9

As discussed in Chapter 1, many believe that it is industry’s responsibility to
promote agricultural careers to school teachers and students alike, pointing out
that when young people are directly exposed to the sector they are
immediately impressed with the sophisticated nature of modern agriculture.
(The benefits of direct exposure through work experience, particularly on
farms, were also raised by several other witnesses and are discussed further
below.)

2.10

The Committee in fact did hear examples from industry leaders of programs
and initiatives that connect agriculture with students and schools and promote
the value of the sector. For example, Ms Mary Cannard told the Committee of a
program the Murray Valley Citrus Board has developed, to work with a school
in Nangiloc. The program helps students understand the various features of

Ms Jennifer Grigg, Director Business Development, Sunraysia Institute of TAFE, Public Hearing,
Mildura, 20 July 2011.
Mr Glenn Stewart, Executive Officer, Murray Mallee Local Learning and Employment Network,
Public Hearing, Swan Hill, 21 July 2011.
Ms Rachel Mariner, Student, Lavers Hill P‐12 College, Public Hearing, Timboon, 18 October 2011.
Mr Alexander Keir, Student, Timboon P‐12 School, Public Hearing, Timboon, 18 October 2011.

Rural and Regional Committee

Page 51

Inquiry into the Capacity of the Farming Sector to Attract and Retain Young Farmers
and Respond to an Ageing Workforce

the citrus industry, while also helping the industry identify farmers of the
future.8
2.11

The Committee also spoke with the National Farmers’ Federation in Canberra.
Dr Sam Nelson, Manager Rural Affairs told the Committee of three ways in
which the National Farmers’ Federation is trying to expose more high school
students to agriculture:





8

9

10

11
12

Helping to establish the Primary Industries Education Foundation, which as
part of its remit encourages teachers to use agriculture as a context for
understanding other subjects
Supporting the Primary Industry Centre for Science Education, which
encourages students to study agricultural science
Supporting the Horizon Scholarship program.9

2.12

Mr Wayne Robertson said that in his opinion agriculture – particularly dairy –
works well with students in western Victoria, through the Taste of Dairy course
in Terang and the promotion of school‐based apprenticeships to secondary
students. He said that although demand for labour is still outstripping supply,
as it is elsewhere in the economy, he is positive that this promotion will
eventually bear fruit.10

2.13

The exact timing of when this exposure to agriculture should begin is uncertain,
although certainly before a young person has left school. “Possibly by then the
horse has bolted,” was the view of Dr Tom Haig, Manager, MADEC Community
College.11

2.14

Some evidence proposes that exposure to agriculture should start in primary
school. 12 Ms Robyn Vale, WestVic Dairy’s Careers Coordinator, told the
Committee that exposure to agriculture should start as early as Year 5 and that
it needs to be ‘hands on’ to provide a ‘real taste’ of life on a farm. It was Ms
Vale’s view that school students are particularly interested in discussing how to

Ms Mary Cannard, Industry Development Officer, Murray Valley Citrus Board, Public Hearing,
Mildura, 20 July 2011.
Dr Sam Nelson, Manager Rural Affairs, National Farmers’ Federation, Consultations, Canberra 16
November 2011.
Mr Wayne Robertson, Group Training Operations Manager, Westvic Staffing Solutions, Public
Hearing, Timboon, 18 October 2011.
Dr Tom Haig, Manager, MADEC Community College, Public Hearing, Mildura, 20 July 2011.
Mr Kent Wooding, Manager, AGRIvision Consultants, Public Hearing, Swan Hill, 21 July 2011; Ms
Ann Young, Director, NorthEd International College, Public Hearing, Swan Hill, 21 July 2011; Mr
Matt Glowrey, Dairy Farmer, Glowrey Dairy Farm, Public Hearing, Swan Hill, 21 July 2011; Mr Gary
Bourke, Teacher, Murtoa College, Public Hearing, Horsham, 23 August 2011; Ms Carlie
Harrington, President, Victorian Young Farmers, Public Hearing, Ballarat, 24 August 2011; Ms
Rachel Mariner, Student, Lavers Hill P‐12 College, Public Hearing, Timboon, 18 October 2011; Ms
Robyn Vale, Dairy Careers Coordinator, WestVic Dairy, Public Hearing, Timboon, 18 October 2011;
Mr Phil Brown, Executive Officer, Country Education Project, Public Hearing, Timboon, 18 October
2011; Agribusiness Yarra Valley, Submission, Number 55, 14 August 2011; House of
Representatives Standing Committee on Agriculture, Fisheries and Forestry, Skills: Rural
Australia’s Need, Commonwealth of Australia, Canberra 2007.
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feed a growing population while also responding to the challenges of climate
change. In her words: “They get it.”13
2.15

Other evidence suggests waiting until young people begin secondary school.14

2.16

Ms Julie Aldous from Mansfield Secondary College also said that a small kitchen
garden on a school campus was not enough to give students a real taste of
working in the farming sector. Learning through direct exposure is essential and
in rural communities possible given the proximity of farms to schools.15

2.17

During its investigations for the Inquiry the Committee met with many young
people in school in rural and regional communities who gave us great insights
into their thinking about their future. The Committee believes that involving
school students in the development of an online education tool that highlights
opportunities and challenges in farming would be a valuable exercise. This
education tool may be in the form of an online program or application that
highlights the various elements that contribute to modern farming. This ‘tool’
would be an entertaining and enjoyable way of encouraging young people’s
interest in agriculture. These include weather events, shifting commodity prices
and scientific knowledge and financial expertise. Ideally, the tool would be
developed in conjunction with students in order to ensure it resonates with
their values and concerns.

Recommendation 7
That the state government, in conjunction with students, develop an innovative online
education tool aimed at high school students.

2.18

The young people that spoke to the Committee at our Youth Forum also
suggested ways in which existing resources could be utilised more
comprehensively to support the development of agriculture and an
understanding and appreciation of what it involved. Below is one example of a
Recommendation that emerged from the Youth Forum that illustrates this:
Youth Forum Recommendation 3
That the state government assist schools to make use of agricultural campuses
such as Dookie College, which rural communities believe are not fully utilised,
for school camps for students from urban areas.

13

14

15

Ms Robyn Vale, Dairy Careers Coordinator, WestVic Dairy, Public Hearing, Timboon, 18 October
2011.
Mr Ted Gretgrix, Executive Officer, North Central Rural Financial Counselling Service, Public
Hearing, Bendigo, 23 June 2011; Ms Julie Aldous, Agribusiness Teacher, Mansfield Secondary
College, Public Hearing, Mansfield, 5 August 2011; Mr Andrew Plunkett, Chairman, Fruit Growers
Victoria Ltd, Public Hearing, Shepparton, 3 November 2011; Hollonds J, ‘Human resource needs
for the Australian agricultural industry’, Literature Review, 2011.
Ms Julie Aldous, Agribusiness Teacher, Mansfield Secondary College, Public Hearing, Mansfield, 5
August 2011.
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Snapshot: Caitlin Scholfield, Melbourne
Caitlin grew up on a sheep and wool property at Glenthompson in south‐west Victoria.
She travelled to Scotland in 2004 and worked for a year on a sheep property in the
highlands before returning to Australia to complete a Bachelor of Farm Management
at Charles Sturt University in 2007. Her graduate year was spent as a graduate cadet
with Landmark, working in five branches around Victoria. She stayed with Landmark as
a Subject Matter Expert before moving into a sales and marketing role with plastics
and twine manufacturer Tapex in 2010. After concluding with Tapex early in 2012
Caitlin is now consulting in Social Media Marketing specialising in Agribusinesses,
working on the family farm and hopes to start her Diploma of Education at the end of
2012. Caitlin is the daughter of Dr Kaye Scholfield, who the Committee spoke with in
Dunkeld.
Caitlin told the Committee about the importance of young farmers and agribusiness
professionals speaking to school students and passing on their experience. Caitlin
argued that agricultural businesses have a “social responsibility” to allow their staff to
take on this responsibility.

Curriculum16
2.19

Several witnesses told the Committee that agriculture is currently ‘flying below
the radar’ in most high schools in rural Victoria. This is seen as another barrier
to attracting young people to agriculture, as well as preventing the wider
population from gaining an accurate understanding of the industry.17

2.20

Professor Richard Roush, President of the Australian Council of Deans of
Agriculture, was supportive of the idea of reintroducing agriculture high
schools in Victoria but argued that placing agriculture on the curriculum for all
schools is a higher priority:
I think it is at least as important to get agriculture more integrated into the
total school curriculum and to have a few subjects that grab students’
attention that allow them to go on and do agriculture at a tertiary level.18

2.21

He was enthusiastic about what including agriculture in the curriculum can do
for the students’ understanding of the sector:
By including agricultural examples in the curriculum so that the view of
agriculture they get in primary and secondary school is not just a negative

16

17

18

The Education and Training Committee will discuss the national curriculum in its Final Report. For
further Inquiry and contact information for the Education and Training Committee see:
www.parliament.vic.gov.au/etc.
Mr Greg Hallihan, Executive Officer, Primary Skills Victoria, Public Hearing, Melbourne, 10
October 2011; Professor Richard Roush, President, Australian Council of Deans of Agriculture,
Public Hearing, Melbourne, 10 October 2011; Pratley J E, ‘Workforce planning in agriculture:
agricultural education and capacity building at the crossroads’, Farm Policy Journal, Vol 5, No 3,
August Quarter 2008.
Professor Richard Roush, President, Australian Council of Deans of Agriculture, Public Hearing,
Melbourne, 10 October 2011.
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one about what impact agriculture has had, students would actually learn a
bit more about how agriculture is produced. They would get some
examples in science and other disciplines about the challenges in
agriculture and the kinds of technical skills that are required. You would
have better integration everywhere, a few specialist subjects and maybe a
specialist school.19
2.22

The Committee determined that currently agriculture is not offered
comprehensively across all schools in rural and regional Victoria. For example,
the Committee heard that agriculture is not available in schools in Portland or
Timboon at VCE level. The Principal of the Timboon P–12 School, Ms Rosalie
Moorfield, told the Committee that because agriculture is not a part of the
curriculum the school would need extra funding to provide courses (agriculture
is available at VET level). Ms Moorfield thought that agricultural subjects would
be successful in Timboon, as young people’s interest in machinery and animals
is already in place when they start their education.20

2.23

Timboon P‐12 School would like to include agriculture as part of their VCE
offerings by making it part of the maths and science curriculum. They are
currently applying for funding from various organisations in an attempt to do
so. Ms Rosalie Moorfield, the Principal, told the Committee:
I would just like to say that we would love to teach agriculture at our
school. At present we do not. We have children from prep through to
Year 12. They come in at five years old, and their most favourite things in
the world are tractors and cows and animals and the things they do on
the farm. We teach them about city life, other countries, Japanese –
everything else they need to know – but we do not teach them about
agriculture…The way the change will take place is with the support to do
that.21

2.24

In its submission, Buloke Shire Council provides an excellent overview of
agricultural courses offered in its schools:
With the exception of the Tyrrell College P12 school at Sea Lake, there
does not appear to be any specific focus on agriculture and agriculture
careers in Buloke Shire.
Tyrrell College offers a VET (vocational education training) certificate in
agriculture as an elective for Year 11 and 12 students. There has been a
steady increase in the number of students enrolling in the class over the
last 4 years. In addition to the “theory”, students are provided with
practical hands on experience with grain production from soil
preparation and sowing through to the processes involved through to
harvest. It is also a feature of the initiative that at one stage or another,
all students at the school are exposed to various features of the course
that may be relevant to a particular subject being studied.

19
20
21

Ibid.
Ms Rosalie Moorfield, Principal, Timboon P‐12 School, Public Hearing, Timboon, 18 October 2011.
Ibid.
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The continued availability of the course is highly dependent on the
goodwill of farmers and farming related businesses who have donated
land, seed, soil testing, machinery, chemicals, fertilisers and the like. It is
reported that in the four years that the course has been offered, the
yearly intake has steadily increased. Some students have left to further
their education in agriculture and it is highly likely that they will return to
the area.
In terms of agriculture education in the region, the Murray Mallee LLEN
(MMLLEN) reports that there is a very low take up rate of courses
currently offered in Swan Hill and Kerang. There is a poor image of
agriculture as a career pathway for young people in the region.
Apart from drought and floods being seen as complicating succession
planning for farming families, there is a perceived lack of industry
leadership and industry resources in the region. Swan Hill College, which
is the biggest provider of VET in Northern Victoria, has had no
enrolments in agriculture or horticulture in the last two years. Kerang
Technical High School has nine students enrolled in agriculture and one
student has recently won a national scholarship.22
2.25

The Committee understands the difficult decision schools in rural and regional
Victoria face when it comes to providing agriculture in the curriculum. As
evidence from the Buloke Shire submission shows, students do sometimes
choose agriculture when it is offered. Yet, the Committee also notes this
statement from Hollonds: ‘Because of a lack of demand neither Yea Secondary
College nor Alexandra Secondary College offer agricultural subjects as part of
the curriculum.’23

2.26

In other words, rural schools operating on strict budgets are torn between
meeting demand and the desire to create demand. (Demand is discussed more
fully in Chapter 9.)

2.27

The Committee also notes the recent announcement of school specialisation
grants in Victoria, which will see Murrayville Secondary College specialise in
Agriculture and Kaniva College specialise in Agriculture and Environment.24 The
National Curriculum will be discussed by the Education and Training Committee
in its report. At the Committee’s Youth Forum the following suggestion was
made:
Youth Forum Recommendation 4
That the state government ensure agriculture is a compulsory component of
the school curriculum.

22

23

24

Buloke Shire Council, Submission, Number 65, 16 September 2011. The Committee congratulates
Tyrrell College for winning the NAB Schools First National Award in 2011. For more information
see: www.schoolsfirst.edu.au/sf‐news/tyrell.phps.
Hollonds J, ‘Human resource needs for the Australian agricultural industry’, Literature Review,
2011.
‘State schools to offer more choice’, The Age, 26 December 2011
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Recommendation 8
That the state government investigate what the current impediments to teaching
agricultural education in Victorian schools are with a view to implementing measures
to deal with those.

Recommendation 9
 That the state government fund the expansion of agricultural curriculum into more
secondary schools. The goals of such an initiative would include:
 Exposure of students to the industry while they are making career choices
 Provision of opportunities for meaningful farm and sector‐related experiences as
part of the school curriculum
 Promotion of agriculture as a focus for school camps and excursions endorsed as
educational experiences by the Department of Education and Early Childhood
Development
 Targeting of local qualified teachers to become teachers of agriculture‐related
courses.

Direct exposure – work experience
“The advantage in the ag sector is that we have got a really good
capacity to look at greater on‐the‐job training and connect the
relevance if those pathways are identified and recognised by young
people.” Mr Michael Murphy, Nambrok.

25

26

27

2.28

The Committee heard about the benefits of providing school students with
practical, ‘hands on’ experience of agriculture.25 As Hollonds says: ‘The more
you get involved in agriculture, the more you learn about it.’26

2.29

Mr David South, a 16‐year‐old student from Murtoa College, spoke to the
Committee about his Certificate II VET agriculture course. In particular, Mr
South said that he enjoys the practical components of the course, such as
welding and operating machinery. For Mr South this practical work has
confirmed that a career in agriculture will be rewarding.27

2.30

Similar sentiments were expressed in Beechworth. Mr Ken Jones, for example,
spoke highly of extension programs he had been involved in that linked young

Mr Peter Schwarz, Member Southern Region Panel, Grains Research and Development
Corporation, Public Hearing, Shepparton, 3 November 2011; Mr Gary Godwell, Director Education
Portfolio, Fruit Growers Victoria Ltd, Public Hearing, Shepparton, 3 November 2011; House of
Representatives Standing Committee on Agriculture, Fisheries and Forestry, Skills: Rural
Australia’s Need, Commonwealth of Australia, Canberra 2007; The Allen Consulting Group,
Rebuilding the Agricultural Workforce: Report to the Business/Higher Education Round Table, The
Allen Consulting Group, Melbourne 2012.
Hollonds J, ‘Human resource needs for the Australian agricultural industry’, Literature Review,
2011.
Mr David South, Student, Murtoa College, Public Hearing, Horsham, 23 August 2011.
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people with practical on‐farm experience, both boosting the profitability of the
farms involved and giving young people the experience and confidence they
need to begin a career in agriculture. Mr Jones also suggested the Department
of Primary Industries should be directly involved in such programs.28
2.31

Several witnesses called on industry to take the lead in engaging young
students with agriculture. For example, in Beechworth Ms Kerry Murphy told
the Committee about the ways in which the Tobacco and Associated Farmers
Cooperative works with young trainees in the region.29

2.32

The Committee also heard about the In2Dairy program, which provides
practical dairy experience to older school students (as well as the long‐term
unemployed). Ms Vale said that the program was “spectacularly successful” but
that programs aimed at directly exposing young people to agriculture are
resource intensive. In particular, schools must find funding for transport and
coordination costs.30 Mr Wayne Robertson from Westvic Staffing Solutions was
also complimentary of the In2Dairy program.31

2.33

In Nambrok, Mr Michael Murphy told the Committee about the approach taken
by the National Centre for Dairy Education – Australia. The Centre offers
school‐based apprenticeships and VET courses at Certificate II and III levels.
Only 20 per cent of the training is conducted in a classroom or simulated
environment, while 80 per cent is carried out on a dairy farm. According to Mr
Murphy, it is rare for an industry to provide workforce‐based training at the
lowest Certificate level.

2.34

Mr Murphy added that this structure is a competitive advantage for the whole
of the farming sector and is resulting in improved completion rates for
apprentices:
The average retention rate in apprenticeship or completion in minimum
time is less than 70 per cent, which is lower than school completion rate,
as an example. In industries it is as low as 50 per cent. But part of the
reason young people are dropping out is around the relevance of training
and career pathways to the job. The advantage in the ag sector is that we
have got a really good capacity to look at greater on‐the‐job training and
connect the relevance if those pathways are identified and recognised by
young people. The model that we have through school‐based
apprenticeship into apprenticeship or higher qualification, through the
likes of NCDEA for example, work effectively. Retention seems to be
higher. But it is making sure that there is a viable career pathway that can
continue to increase the skills of the workforce, not just through

28

29

30

31

Mr Ken Jones, Director, Murray Goulburn Dairy Co‐operative, Public Hearing, Beechworth, 4
August 2011.
Ms Kerry Murphy, Executive Officer, Tobacco and Associated Farmers Cooperative, Public
Hearing, Beechworth, 4 August 2011.
Ms Robyn Vale, Dairy Careers Coordinator, WestVic Dairy, Public Hearing, Timboon, 18 October
2011.
Mr Wayne Robertson, Group Training Operations Manager, Westvic Staffing Solutions, Public
Hearing, Timboon, 18 October 2011.
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apprenticeships at that level but right through a workforce, continuing to
keep up to date with those skills development areas.32
2.35

Another program the Committee heard about was the Gateways Project, a
Certificate II VCAL elective subject developed to tackle problems around youth
retention in education and training and youth unemployment. Although the
Gateway Project, which has been running since 2007, mainly focuses on youth
retention and unemployment, it has also encouraged young people to consider
a career in agriculture through providing a link with local industry and ‘hands‐
on’ experience of agriculture in the region.33

2.36

Ms Jill Briggs called on agricultural businesses in Mansfield to join together and
provide a variety of work experience for local young people. The benefits of a
locally driven work experience program across a variety of businesses would be
many:





Young people would receive training without leaving the region
It overcomes the risks associated with trying one job, disliking the
experience and abandoning agriculture altogether
It helps the sector develop multiskilled staff
First‐hand experience can negate negative perceptions of agriculture
gained elsewhere.34

2.37

This multiskilled work experience idea also ties in with the ‘skills passport’ idea
discussed in Chapter 10.

2.38

Industry engagement in providing school students with practical experience is
something which would ideally happen more frequently, particularly in rural
and regional areas. One successful farming entrepreneur that the Committee
spoke to talked about his own willingness to accommodate young people and
contribute to their opportunities to learn about his industry:
We have had [Mansfield students] out on the farm as a group a couple of
times, but if they wanted me to go in for an hour a week or something for
three or four weeks to talk about our industry, I would not be adverse to it.
Somebody else could talk about the seed‐growing industry or growing
grapes. It would give them lots of ideas. A farm is not just about fencing or
shearing; there are lots of other things about it.35

2.39

32

33

34

35

The Committee also heard about the benefits of school‐based apprenticeships.
In particular, for young people keen to enter the workforce because these

Mr Michael Murphy, Chief Executive Officer, Baw Baw LaTrobe Local Learning and Employment
Network, Public Hearing, Nambrok, 20 September 2011.
Ms Jerri Nelson, Executive Officer, North Central Local Learning and Employment Network, Public
Hearing, Ballarat, 24 August 2011.
Ms Jill Briggs, Managing Director, Rural Training Initiatives, Public Hearing, Mansfield, 5 August
2011.
Mr Russell Murphy, Owner, Murphy Fresh, Public Hearing, Mansfield, 5 August 2011.

Rural and Regional Committee

Page 59

Inquiry into the Capacity of the Farming Sector to Attract and Retain Young Farmers
and Respond to an Ageing Workforce

apprenticeships maintain a link with formal education.36 It is easy to see the
benefit of this: these young students develop a greater understanding of their
own community, gain a ‘hands‐on’ experience of work which requires aptitude
as well as an education and, in the process, are less likely to become
disengaged from formal education.
2.40

Dr Louise Harvey, Chief Executive Officer of Bendigo TAFE, told the Committee
that young people should be able to complete their education while gaining
practical work experience:
If you have boys in particular, but girls as well sometimes, who are itching
to get into an apprenticeship, to tell them that they have to stay at school,
finish school and be 18 before they start is often a big disincentive, either
to their ultimately going into the apprenticeship or traineeship or finishing
school.37

2.41

The Committee also heard from Ms Leith Cummins from Leongatha Secondary
College, who told the Committee about a successful program that allows Years
11 and 12 students to spend one day a week on a farm as an agricultural
apprentice while also completing their VCE:
…there is a program where they do an apprenticeship within the school.
They do one day a week and get out onto a farm. That was explained to us
when we went to the National Centre for Dairy Education Australia. I think
that was an option where a lot of the kids went, ‘Oh, that sounds good
because you get paid for that one day’. There is the incentive, that they are
all after. They still get to continue on with their schooling and it counts
towards their Years 11 and 12 marks. That was a great way to go, I think,
because they still get their VCE and they get the start of their farming
apprenticeship or whatever it is they are going to do.38

36

37

38

39

2.42

Mr Robert Currie, who runs a farming mentor program for Anglicare, took a
unique approach when describing the benefits of involving high school students
in farming trials. In Mr Currie’s view, not only do such programs provide young
people with experience of agriculture, they increase the students’ English skills
(through communicating while working) and maths skills (through determining
row lengths, planting spacing etc).39

2.43

Evidence on VCE, VET and VCAL was provided to the Committee and is
discussed further in Chapter 9.

Mr Gary Bourke, Teacher, Murtoa College, Public Hearing, Horsham, 23 August 2011; Mr Michael
Murphy, Chief Executive Officer, Baw Baw LaTrobe Local Learning and Employment Network,
Public Hearing, Nambrok, 20 September 2011.
Dr Louise Harvey, Chief Executive Officer, Bendigo Institute of TAFE, Public Hearing, Bendigo, 23
June 2011.
Ms Leith Cummins, Teacher, Leongatha Secondary College, Public Hearing, Leongatha, 21
September 2011.
Mr Robert Currie, Former Mentor Program Worker, Aglicare Victoria, Public Hearing, Beechworth,
4 August 2011.
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2.44

A key finding of the Committee is that the agriculture sector benefits from
students in regional schools having agriculture form part of the curriculum.

Recommendation 10
That the state government continue to fund programs which allow students to gain
industry experience in regional areas.

Cows Create Careers
“We did Cows Create Careers…It is where you have to look after two
calves for two weeks, and I think that has a really good feel and I think a
lot more schools should be doing it.”
Ms Rachel Mariner, Timboon.

40

41

42

2.45

Cows Create Careers is a Dairy Australia program that educates secondary
school students about the vocational and university careers pathways in the
dairy industry. It is available in 179 schools reaching 70,000 students across
Australia and 49 schools in Victoria, nearly all of which are in regional Victoria.
The program was discussed at several public hearings throughout this Inquiry
and the Committee believes that it is a good example of the dairy industry
taking responsibility for providing school students with exposure to the
industry.40

2.46

Cows Create Careers is the main component of the agriculture course at
Leongatha Secondary College. Several Year 9 students made a presentation to
the Committee about how much they enjoy the program, including Mr Daniel
Campbell, who spoke highly of the program’s hands‐on experience.41 As such,
the program’s practical education – its direct exposure to agriculture – is
keeping Mr Campbell involved in his high school education.

2.47

In Timboon, Ms Vale said that the introduction of Cows Create Careers at
Ballarat Grammar led to that school’s agriculture course growing in both size
and popularity – proof, in her view, that demand for agriculture courses can be
created.42

2.48

Cows Create Careers is also provided at Timboon P–12 School. The success of
the program reinforces what can be achieved when industry and education
providers combine to present a positive image of agriculture.

For more on Cows Create Careers see: www.thepeopleindairy.org.au/projects/cows‐create‐
careers.htm.
Mr Daniel Campbell, Year 9 Student, Leongatha Secondary College, Public Hearing, Leongatha, 21
September 2011.
Ms Robyn Vale, Dairy Careers Coordinator, WestVic Dairy, Public Hearing, Timboon, 18 October
2011.
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2.49

The Committee heard many times of the popularity of Cows Create Careers.
Unfortunately, statistical evidence of the success of the program in attracting
young people to the dairy workforce is unavailable.

2.50

The Cows Create Careers program has been running since 2004. Ms Cummins
told the Committee that although she is aware of several young people who
have gone on to study agriculture at tertiary level after completing the course,
she does not know the exact number. What she did emphasise is the shift in
understanding that occurs for students, and their realisation of the complexity
and scope of what is required in a modern agricultural workforce:
…what all of them have said is that they did not know there were so many
jobs within the area — the scope of jobs available. I think Daniel said to me
before we left that when he thought about dairy farming, he thought that
it was the farmer and that that was dairy farming. When Joel Dutton came
and spoke to everybody and we did our other program at the LLEN, it
showed the kids that there is such a huge scope. They got to talk to people
from Landmark, they got to talk to people from Murray Goulburn and they
got to talk to people from the National Centre for Dairy Education
Australia. It showed them that it is not just dairy farming — there is a heap
of other jobs out there. The kids who are looking at being a diesel
mechanic can see that it is connected to the field as well. They saw the
connection, and that is what was great. It might not be directly related to
dairy farming, but they could see that they could fit into other areas.43

2.51

This lack of availability of aggregated data seems to be a problem with
programs across the dairy industry and in agriculture generally. It is unclear
why this problem exists and engagement across industry and government may
contribute to better statistics and a clearer understanding of program goals and
outcomes.

2.52

One reason may be that there are too many disparate programs without a
common goal – other dairy programs aimed at young people the Committee
heard about in Nambrok and Leongatha alone include the Young Dairy
Development Program, DairySage and Focus Farms – or it may be because the
programs are only run for a short amount of time, either due to lack of
appropriate funding, lack of take up or planning issues. The Youth Forum
supported such programs.
Youth Forum Recommendation 5
That the state government examine ways in which successful programs
such as Cows Create Careers can be incorporated into schools across
Victoria.

43

Ms Leith Cummins, Teacher, Leongatha Secondary College, Public Hearing, Leongatha, 21
September 2011.
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Champions
“A really critical aspect is that schools do not feel they have the time or
the resources to go out and seek community, industry and agricultural
sector partners to support them in their projects inside the school.
Without that it will not happen.” Ms Jerri Nelson, Ballarat.
2.53

The Committee understands that the successful inclusion of agriculture in a
high school curriculum is often attributed to a local ‘champion’, well known and
respected people who take the time and effort to work in partnership with
education providers and deliver a course or program.44 This is the case even in
rural areas where, as discussed, it should not be assumed that such courses
would naturally be offered.

2.54

For example, Mr Stewart told the Committee:
If we talk about Kerang Technical High School, for example, we have nine
young people at the moment doing a magnificent program around judging
cattle. One of those girls, Ashlee Hammond, just recently won a national
scholarship. She is a high‐achieving young person moving into that space,
but that is due to the work of a local champion down there, Bruce
Anderson, who has done a fantastic job.45

2.55

In Swan Hill, Ms Ann Young46 spoke about how difficult it can be to get
agriculture courses into schools without someone “pushing” for it to happen,
what Mr Peter Baddeley described as a “strong advocate”.47

2.56

Without champions the Committee was told programs to engage young people
disintegrate:
Unless you have that person in there — I do not know what you would say
— making people accountable, and saying, ‘Why isn’t this happening?’. We
do not have a lot of organisations here that actually take that role and
farmers do not seem to be involved in farmer organisations much at all
now. It is just something that is really widespread that just does not seem
to be happening.48

2.57

44

45

46
47

48
49

Mr Gary Bourke simply said: “If you don’t have those people in your school, you
won’t be able to run the program.”49

Mr Gary Bourke, Teacher, Murtoa College, Public Hearing, Horsham, 23 August 2011; Ms Jerri
Nelson, Executive Officer, North Central Local Learning and Employment Network, Public Hearing,
Ballarat, 24 August 2011; Associate Professor Kath White, Dean, School of Food, Land and Service
Industries, University of Ballarat, Public Hearing, Ballarat, 24 August 2011; Hollonds J, ‘Human
resource needs for the Australian agricultural industry’, Literature Review, 2011.
Mr Glenn Stewart, Executive Officer, Murray Mallee Local Learning and Employment Network,
Public Hearing, Swan Hill, 21 July 2011.
Ms Ann Young, Director, NorthEd International College, Public Hearing, Swan Hill, 21 July 2011.
Mr Peter Baddeley, Principal, Mansfield Secondary College, Public Hearing, Mansfield, 5 August
2011.
Ms Ann Young, Director, NorthEd International College, Public Hearing, Swan Hill, 21 July 2011.
Mr Gary Bourke, Teacher, Murtoa College, Public Hearing, Horsham, 23 August 2011.

Rural and Regional Committee

Page 63

Inquiry into the Capacity of the Farming Sector to Attract and Retain Young Farmers
and Respond to an Ageing Workforce

2.58

The Committee heard examples from other jurisdictions where champions are
used well. For example, the AgForce organisation in Queensland, with state
government financial support, takes older farmers into schools to talk to
students about agriculture.50

2.59

The idea of champions is also applicable at tertiary level, as the Committee
learnt when it spoke to Associate Professor Kath White from the University of
Ballarat:
The CHAIR — So with your graduates and people who come in and do the
diploma course, what works for you in attracting them? What does Ballarat
University do that attracts those people into your diploma course?
Assoc. Prof. WHITE — How it has happened is that our teacher, Mark Daffy,
has worked very closely with all the people who had been through as
trainees. He had individually approached all of them to say, ‘Come on, you
need to upgrade and you need to go to the diploma’. That is how we have
done it. 51
It is a concept that was popular at the Committee’s Youth Forum in February
2012 and can be seen in Youth Forum Recommendation 6:
Youth Forum Recommendation 6
That the state government partner with industry to send ‘champions’
into schools across Victoria, to speak to students about education and
career pathways.

Mentors

50

51

52

53

54
55

2.60

The experience older farmers can provide is important in developing young
people’s careers.52 Ms Heeps spoke to the Committee about the key factors
that affect young people’s decision‐making when it comes to their careers.
Along with exposure to farming she also included successful, influential
figures.53

2.61

In Mansfield, both Mr Russell Murphy54 and Mr Brad Parks55 argued that it is
the responsibility of local farmers to visit schools and speak directly to
students. It was the view of Mr Parks that this would have a positive impact on

Mr Andrew Broad, President, Victorian Farmers Federation, Public Hearing, Melbourne, 24
October 2011.
Associate Professor Kath White, Dean, School of Food, Land and Service Industries, University of
Ballarat, Public Hearing, Ballarat, 24 August 2011.
Ms Jennifer Savage, Owner, Savage Fishing Pty Ltd, Public Hearing, Shepparton, 3 November
2011; Mansfield Shire Council, Submission, Number 62, 7 September 2011
Ms Kate Heeps, Manager of Research and Rural Engagement, Royal Agricultural Society of
Victoria, Public Hearing, Melbourne, 24 October 2011.
Mr Russell Murphy, Owner, Murphy Fresh, Public Hearing, Mansfield, 5 August 2011.
Mr Brad Parks, President, Mansfield Agribusiness Group / General Manager, Parkseeds, Public
Hearing, Mansfield, 5 August 2011.
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young people by identifying career pathways for them and outlining the wide
variety of skills necessary to make a success of farming.
2.62

Mr Parks realised the extent to which exposure, engagement of industry and
mentoring were important during his participation in the Committee’s public
hearing in Mansfield:
After hearing Russell talk, and with what we have talked about, we have
probably got ourselves to blame a little bit for the lack of people coming
through the school system. Perhaps we or the local VFF needs to get
involved. It seems like we have to get in there and really promote farming
as a viable or alternative career path. That is something that we should
perhaps pursue, certainly here. I am sure there are a lot of young kids who
are oblivious of us. They do not even know we exist. If we got into the
schools, like Russell said, with some time in school and some time out of
school, that would really help. That is something I have learnt from today.56

2.63

However, there is concern that mentoring is underutilised in agriculture across
Victoria.57 Further, as Mr Stewart pointed out and as noted in Chapter 1, many
farmers are too busy running their businesses to have the time to devote to
such a role. He added that any mentoring program needs to be supported for
several years “…until it embeds itself into a cultural aspect within
communities”.58

2.64

The Committee heard that it would be desirable to investigate ways in which
retired or semi‐retired farmers can assist in promoting agriculture to school
students.

2.65

Mentoring is discussed further in Chapter 11.

Recommendation 11
That the state government establish a rural industries mentoring scheme, in
collaboration with schools and rural and regional industries. The goals of the scheme
would be to provide education support for the next generation of farmers from an
older generation with a wealth of knowledge and experience in the industry.

Compliance issues
2.66

56
57

58

The Committee was alarmed to hear that compliance concerns may be
preventing schools and farmers from allowing young people to gain practical
on‐farm experience.

Ibid.
Ms Karen Baum, Director, Pembroke Rural, Public Hearing, Nambrok, 20 September 2011; Mr
John McDougall, Chairman, Southern Farming Systems, Public Hearing, Dunkeld, 17 October
2011; Ms Suzanne Ryder, Submission, Number 51, 12 August 2011.
Mr Glenn Stewart, Executive Officer, Murray Mallee Local Learning and Employment Network,
Public Hearing, Swan Hill, 21 July 2011.
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2.67

For example, Mr Bourke told the Committee that occupational health and
safety restrictions are preventing school students in the Murtoa area from
taking advantage of the ‘hands‐on’ experience that exposure to farms gives:
The other aspect is exposing young people to agriculture through work
experience. However, there we have issues in this regard because due to
the OH&S provisions, there’s restrictions on the students working with
animals. If the students want to go into agricultural studies, they can't have
hands‐on experiences, they merely have to observe. Now, if you're telling a
15 year old they can't touch and can’t do, they're not interested. This is not
just happening in agriculture, of course, but across a number of areas. So,
of course, that is definitely something which we need to remedy for the
future.59

2.68

When asked about this in Ballarat, Ms Nelson revealed that many schools and
farms simply ignore the legislation or arrange their work experience programs
under Structured Workplace Learning legislation. However, according to Ms
Nelson, Structured Workplace Learning only applies to Year 11 and 12 VCAL or
VET students and does not cover Year 10 students.60

2.69

The Committee also learned that some farmers have concerns about the risk of
liability when allowing young people onto their farms. Ms Kay Antony is a dairy
farmer, director at Warrnambool Cheese and Butter, director at WestVic Dairy,
and President, Portland branch, United Dairy Farmers:
Ms ANTONY – There is another thing I would like to add which stops dairy
farmers thinking about putting on young people, and that is that we are so
scared of being sued. It is a big thing. You are running multimillion dollar
businesses, and there are a lot of people out there — you hear stories all
the time about someone deliberately leaving the hose in the dairy on the
ground, then tripping over it and all of a sudden you are being sued. I do
not know what the government can do there, but a lot of small family
farms would employ more people if they were not so scared of being sued.
Mr HOWARD — But your insurance or WorkCover would cover it if you
follow through on your occupational health and safety planning.
Ms ANTONY — You are right, but then you spend $30,000 in court
defending it.
Mr HOWARD — Or your insurer does.
The CHAIR — It is a concern, though.
Ms ANTONY — It is a concern, yes.61

59
60

61

Mr Gary Bourke, Teacher, Murtoa College, Public Hearing, Horsham, 23 August 2011.
Ms Jerri Nelson, Executive Officer, North Central Local Learning and Employment Network, Public
Hearing, Ballarat, 24 August 2011.
Ms Kay Antony, Dairy Farmer and Director, Warrnambool Cheese and Butter / Director, WestVic
Dairy / President, Portland Branch, United Dairy Farmers, Public Hearing, Dunkeld, 17 October
2011.
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2.70

The Committee heard from Ms Alison Couston from the Campaspe Concerned
Citizens organisation that some farmers fear losing their assets should a young
person be involved in an accident on their farm. (Interestingly, Ms Couston also
spoke positively about the social benefits to be gained from exposing young
people with criminal records to agricultural work.62)

2.71

It is the Committee’s view that these concerns are real, although many are
based on misinformation. Practical experience of farming is crucial if the
farming sector is to attract more young people. The state government should
ensure that information regarding the liability of farmers who have young
people on their property is easily available.

2.72

The Committee was pleased to hear examples of industry leading the way in
preparing farmers for the responsibility of allowing young people onto their
farms. For example, the National Centre for Dairy Education – Australia:
As an RTO, practically, one of the things we are doing is ensuring that one
of the first suites of units that all of our students do with us, for example, is
occupational health and safety from a farming perspective. In our instance
it is tailored to the dairy industry, so they go through that whole hazard
identification and risk assessment process regardless of what level they are
at. That is embedded in everything we do. At certificate II base level they
also get basic tractor training skills with us. They get the basic quad bike
training with us. We are trying to add to that induction that is going to
happen on the farm anyway through the trainee sign‐up process. There is a
massive induction process that is required on the employer’s behalf so that
they are going through that induction process, and we become a part of
that in our role as the RTO.63
The Committee has seen the forms that are required for work experience
arrangements. These are based on the need to protect students, as is the
requirement for all employees in the industry.64

2.73

Mr Andrew Broad explained the approach being taken by the Victorian Farmers
Federation to compliance issues:
I also think there needs to be a greater information exchange on
compliance in employment, and that is something the VFF itself is starting
to think through — what are the OH&S obligations of employing someone
— so getting those systems in place that a farmer can understand. We do a
lot of that sort of work. We are starting to think about whether we can
bring down a package where they can get from us, 'This is what you need
to have done, signed off and all the boxes ticked,' because it is a big step to
grow to that point. We have reduced work deaths on farms. The number is

62

63

64

Ms Alison Couston, Member, Campaspe Concerned Citizens, Public Hearing, Shepparton, 3
November 2011.
Mr Luke Prime, Commercial Manager, National Centre for Dairy Education – Australia, Public
Hearing, Nambrok, 20 September 2011.
DPI has produced a booklet on occupational health and safety issues in agriculture which can be
located at see: www.dpi.vic.gov.au/agriculture/about‐agriculture/legislation‐regulation/legal‐
booklets/occupational‐health‐and‐safety.
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too high…Some of those things are essential, but if long term you work
towards greater productivity, which means more profitability, which means
better machinery and it means younger people come back into agriculture,
that is a good thing. We lost ten last year and seven this year. It is too
many.65
2.74

As Mr Broad implied, improving on‐farm safety for young people also improves
safety for the farming sector in general. This was well explained by Mr Wayne
Robertson of Westvic Staffing Solutions:
I had an example a few years ago where we placed a trainee onto a farm
and the farmer’s response was then, ‘Now I’ll have to go out and get the
new tractor; the old one is probably not safe enough’. I said back to them,
‘You don’t value your own life. That tractor is unsafe for you as well’.66

Recommendation 12
That the state government investigate current liability and compliance requirements
on farmers who wish to allow young people onto their farms for mentoring or work
experience purposes with a view to removing unnecessary impediments and providing
accurate information to farmers regarding the requirements.

Case Studies
Below are two examples of education institutions that the Committee learnt about
during this Inquiry. Both demonstrate enormous commitment to agricultural
education.

Mansfield Secondary College

65

66

2.75

In Mansfield, the Committee heard about a successful agriculture course run at
Mansfield Secondary College. The course, which started in 2009, has added
classroom agriculture studies to a pre‐existing school‐based apprenticeship
program that links students with farming mentors. This allows the students to
combine practical on‐farm experience with an understanding of the scientific
side of agriculture. Students begin the course in Year 9.

2.76

The program has seen excellent results in take‐up of agriculture subjects since
its inception. Ms Julie Aldous informed the Committee that the number of
Mansfield Secondary College students taking up an apprenticeship has grown
from one in 2008 to 26 in 2011. Both Ms Aldous and fellow teacher Mr Bruce
McInnes ascribed this growth to a number of factors, including promoting the
course well and the way in which the course outlines clear educational and
career pathways for young people.

Mr Andrew Broad, President, Victorian Farmers Federation, Public Hearing, Melbourne, 24
October 2011.
Mr Wayne Robertson, Group Training Operations Manager, Westvic Staffing Solutions, Public
Hearing, Timboon, 18 October 2011.
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2.77

The Committee heard from two Mansfield students: Ms Mikaela Baker and Mr
Jake Ischovits.

2.78

Ms Baker did not grow up with a farming background – considering herself a
“townie” – but hopes nonetheless to turn her lifelong love of farming into a
successful career thanks to the opportunities presented by the agricultural
course and school‐based apprenticeship program available at her school.

2.79

Ms Baker told the Committee that she was surprised to learn through the
program about the wide variety of careers available in agriculture. She also
praised the way in which the program combines practical on‐farm experience
with the agscience component of the classroom work. The experience has
influenced Ms Baker to take aim for a career in agriculture. She intends to go to
university to continue her studies of disease management on completing Year
12.
I did it in Year 9, and then because of the relationship I have formed with
my farmers they invite me out over every holidays or on a weekend if it is
shearing, lambing and stuff like that. In the first half of the year we went
out to all the farms, and in the second half Ms Aldous put me on a sheep
and cattle farm, which was great because that is what I like. Then we
moved to sheep; the farmer was really helpful. He explained every aspect
of his farm — that is, where everything goes and where he gets everything
— and he would drive me around to the different farms which help him.

2.80

Ms Baker described her experience in both the practical and technical side of
farming:
On that farm I have drenched sheep and helped out with shearing, so I
have done roustabout work there. I have pulled lambs and calves and done
all different stuff; you get to do a little bit of everything. Then I have also
helped his wife with the more financial side of things and where the sheep
go and how they sell them. And they tell you all about their breeding,
because with their sheep most farmers do it differently to make the
perfect sheep that they want. There is a whole process in breeding which is
really interesting, and that was my favourite part of it — that is, the
genetics and everything.

2.81

The Committee Chair asked Ms Baker about where she now viewed her career
as heading:
I like agricultural science, and I am more interested in the sheep diseases,
because one day when I was out there they killed a lamb because it was
sick. A guy from Benalla came down and he explained all the problems with
the lamb, and he took it apart and told me how he takes those bits back to
Benalla and they find out what is wrong with them…They told me how they
test it, and if you test a few sheep, you can find out the problems with the
flocks and, because diseases are changing every year, they have to try to
keep up with them and find proper inoculations for them. That is my
favourite part, and I would like to go to university and study that or whole
farm planning, because there are so many different aspects of farms, and
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with the weather changing the sheep’s lifestyle, grass and everything is
changing. So I would like to do that.67
2.82

Mr Ischovits told the Committee that he had not been enjoying school before
starting the course and indeed had been considering leaving school early to
take up shearing. Now he is combining on‐farm experience with work in the
classroom, as well as completing certificates in his spare time at TAFE and
Dookie College. Mr Ischovits’s ambition is to finish Year 12 with a Certificate IV
in agriculture and start working with his current mentor before eventually
attaining a management position on a farm. His decision to continue his
schooling was because of the farm owner’s insistence that he will employ Jake,
but only after he has completed Year 12.68

Snapshot: Jake Ischovits, Mansfield
At the Committee’s public hearing in Mansfield, the Committee heard from Jake
Ischovits. Jake is in Year 10 and is in his second year of the agribusiness program, while
completing a Certificate II in agriculture. He told the Committee that were it not for
the program he may have already left school to try and get a job:
I started off Year 9 like
nothing was really interesting
me in school and I just
wanted to get out of there
and work and start shearing.
Then I saw that program for
agribusiness, so I signed up
for that, and I really enjoyed
school after doing that
program, like going out doing
the Thursday working on the
farm, and the farmer took me
under his wing and showed
me everything, and they
really looked after me well.
After that I worked the holidays and they said, ‘You can start a school‐based
apprenticeship here if you would like to’. They even told me they do not have a spot for
someone who is going to leave school and work there until they finish Year 12, so he is
really keen on me finishing my school. I do a lot of stuff out there. I do roustabout
when they are shearing, and I do a bit of crutching out there with him and marking
calves and lambs, fencing and all that sort of stuff.
Jake had a great discussion with the Committee about his experience at Mansfield
Secondary College and his plans for the future.

67

68

Ms Mikaela Baker, Student, Mansfield Secondary College, Public Hearing, Mansfield, 5 August
2011.
Mr Jake Ischovits, Student, Mansfield Secondary College, Public Hearing, Mansfield, 5 August
2011.
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The CHAIR — Would it be fair to say that if it were not for that program, you might not
be at school?
Mr ISCHOVITS — Probably, yes. That is fair to say.
Ms ALDOUS — What year are you in, Jake?
Mr ISCHOVITS — I am doing Year 10 now and I am doing my certificate II in agriculture.
So I do that, and then I spend a week of the holidays at TAFE, sort of like a trade school
thing. I get my tractor licence, like there is further you can go with your tractor driving
and ATVs, and then I do my chainsaw, animal husbandry, fencing and all that stuff.
Ms ALDOUS — And in August, you are doing?
Mr ISCHOVITS — In August, for two weeks I am going over to Dookie to do a week‐long
shearing course. After I finish my certificate II I want to go and do all
my other
certificates by the time I finish Year 12.
Mr HOWARD — Do you see an employment opportunity clearly before you, or do you
just know you want to work in ag? Does the farmer you have been working with
sound like he is going to employ you on an ongoing basis?
Mr ISCHOVITS — Yes, it sounds like that. He has told me that if I want to take a year off
and travel or something once I have finished Year 12, I can do it and come back and
work here. I will probably be working in agriculture for a while.

Mentoring: the Mansfield experience
2.83

The evidence from Ms Baker and Mr Ischovits shows just how important
mentoring is to their experience of farming. Both students have been
encouraged by their school teachers as well as the farmers on the farms they
are working on.

2.84

Mansfield Secondary College’s Principal, Mr Peter Baddeley, spoke about the
importance of rural towns having a local ‘champion’ with the energy to
promote agricultural courses and organise practical work experience. In this
case, Mr Baddeley was referring to Ms Aldous as the driver of this program.

2.85

Ms Aldous listed the mentoring side of the program as being of particular
importance. She explained that the young people are keen to listen to farmers
and learn from their experience:
…we cannot speak highly enough of the farmers whom the children go to.
The mentoring factor is enormous. We cannot do it at school; parents and
teachers — what are they? The mentor farmers have taken such
responsibility for and such care of the students. They tell me, ‘I don’t think
it is going to be interesting enough this week’. I say, ‘That is okay. It will be
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good for the kid to do something boring’. The farmers are so concerned to
mentor well.69
2.86

Mansfield Secondary College was keen to applaud the work done by the local
farming mentors in taking responsibility for the development of young people’s
skills. The Committee in fact heard from a number of witnesses who had acted
as mentors in the program.

2.87

Mr Mark Ritchie, for example, joined the teachers in saying that identifying
career pathways is one of the key strengths of the program:
We had a guy on work experience from the Year 9 program. He has now
come on as a school‐based apprentice, doing two days a week. I think it is
an excellent program…I think it is terrific that it is raising awareness
amongst those people that there is a real career opportunity in agriculture.
If a lot of those kids did not go into that program, I am sure they would just
meander along and find their way into something else. But it is giving them
a real option at that age and perhaps diverting them into agriculture. That
is what I think the strength of the program is.70

2.88

Both Mr Russell Murphy and Mr John Murphy agreed:
The CHAIR — People from Mansfield Secondary College have been in here
today, and we have heard about their Year 9 program. Do you participate
in that program?
Mr R. MURPHY — Yes, we have.
The CHAIR — Do you find that an advantage in attracting people into the
industry?
Mr J. MURPHY — The young fellow who came out was really good.
Mr R. MURPHY — He was terrific.
Mr J. MURPHY — He was really interested. It was good to have him out and
to see someone so interested. We always had work for him. I thought it
was good to see someone so interested in it.
Mr R. MURPHY — We tried to treat it as not so much an advantage to us
but an advantage to him where he could have a look at every facet of our
business and see how it worked and go on from there. I think it is a
fantastic initiative, and one of the things I would like to see is for them to
bring into the school people who are farming right around the district as a
group. We have had them out on the farm as a group a couple of times,
but if they wanted me to go in for an hour a week or something for three
or four weeks to talk about our industry, I would not be adverse to it.
Somebody else could talk about the seed‐growing industry or growing

69

70

Ms Julie Aldous, Agribusiness Teacher, Mansfield Secondary College, Public Hearing, Mansfield, 5
August 2011.
Mr Mark Ritchie, Manager, Delatite Grazing Pty Ltd, Public Hearing, Mansfield, 5 August 2011.
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grapes. It would give them lots of ideas. A farm is not just about fencing or
shearing; there are lots of other things about it.71
2.89

Mr Don Howie added that the program had clearly helped cement a love of
farming in the young people:
This year, in the last three weeks, I have gained two students from the
agribusiness course at Mansfield Secondary College. One comes out on
Wednesday and the other comes out on Thursdays after lunch…I think it is
a great program for kids to get out and be involved in. I think they won an
award for what they put up. It was originally brought to the VFF a couple of
years ago when Julie set it up. We were all a bit sceptical about it, not
knowing what they were going to get out of it. It has turned out to be a
great program. They come out, and most of the kids are really interested.
They seem to know a little bit about what they are doing. The two I have
now are going to Dookie soon to do some of their certificate courses. They
are starting certificate II in agriculture.
We should continue to encourage that. These kids do not have
opportunities to go out and work on farms, so if some of the bigger land‐
holders around Mansfield can give them that opportunity to go and get
experience, then they can develop that love of agriculture and farming…72

2.90

Mansfield Secondary College also argued that the state government should
redirect some funding away from trade colleges and the TAFE sector and
towards supporting agricultural science in high schools. It is their view that
funding would achieve better results if used to support a number of school
programs such as theirs across the whole state. Asked for an estimate of the
cost of running such a program the answer was $20,000 to $30,000 on top of
staff allocation.

2.91

Mansfield Secondary College’s agriculture course has won a Schools First
National Australia Bank Award ($50,000) and an excellence award from the
Department of Education ($20,000). The importance of making agriculture
programs available in high schools was reflected in a Youth Forum
Recommendation.
Youth Forum Recommendation 7
That the state government provide funding for ‘Gateways’ schools
programs such as the Mansfield agribusiness program for consideration
and adoption by other schools

71

72

Mr Russell Murphy, Owner, Murphy Fresh, Public Hearing, Mansfield, 5 August 2011; Mr Jonathan
Murphy, Owner, Murphy Fresh, Public Hearing, Mansfield, 5 August 2011.
Mr Don Howie, Partner, DW Howie and Son / Secretary, Mansfield Victorian Farmers Federation,
Public Hearing, Mansfield, 5 August 2011.
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Recommendation 13
That the state government provide funding to package the Mansfield agribusiness
program for consideration and adoption by other schools; for a facilitator to be
responsible for that role and to assist in its broader establishment; and to meet the
costs associated with running such a program for schools willing to take it on.

Snapshot: Julie Aldous, Mansfield
Julie is the coordinator, and one of the teachers, of
Mansfield Secondary College’s agribusiness program,
a Year 9 program that creates important partnerships
between an increasingly urbanised town community
and various rural industries. It provides applied
learning environments and career pathways (TAFE
and VCE) for students in agricultural and land
management areas and partners students with
volunteer local mentors for one day a week. These
mentors provide guidance in rural industry skills, such
as cattle yards, shearing sheds and hydroponic sheds.
Speaking about the program Julie said:
This links primary producers with students,
stimulating community growth and development as well as acknowledging and
building upon the experience and traditions of the past. Our young people are thus
encouraged to be the competent, innovative and passionate contributors so needed
and valued by rural industries. And our data is validating the aims of the program. A
model such as ours could be an exemplar for other schools and adopted by them.

Agriculture colleges, evidence for and against:
Western Australian College of Agriculture – Cunderdin
2.92

Agricultural colleges (high schools) are a feature of the Western Australian
education system that no longer exists in Victoria. The Cunderdin campus is
one of six Western Australian residential agricultural colleges that fall under
the remit of the Department of Education (the others being located at
Denmark, Esperance, Harvey, Morawa and Narrogin). There is also a private
agricultural college, Catholic Agricultural College Bindoon.

2.93

Cunderdin opened in 1959 as part of the local school but became its own entity
in 1985. The College campus and farm cover an area of 5,000 acres, with a
mixture of livestock, such as sheep and pigs, and crops, such as wheat, lupins,
barley, canola and oats for hay. The farm is run on a commercial scale to offer
students practical agricultural work experience.
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2.94

About 120 to 130 students live on‐site at Cunderdin. Mr Bernard Beatty, the
school’s Principal, said that this is the optimum number of students for the type
of ‘hands on’ teaching the school delivers.

2.95

Cunderdin is also a Registered Training Operator, meaning it can deliver TAFE
courses. This has proven popular with both parents and young people, as
students can learn a trade while attending the college. Mr Geoffrey Moyle,
Director of Agricultural Education, Department of Education and Training, told
the Committee that parents like their children to learn a trade before entering
agriculture. Trades offer broader skills on‐farm as well as the security of a
career to fall back on if need be.

2.96

An important feature of the Western Australia system is the existence of a
position in the Department of Education of Director for Agricultural Education.
The current Director, Mr Moyle, said that he believed the Agricultural Colleges
model in Western Australia is successful for several reasons.

2.97

Firstly, it is well funded. The Hon Terry Redman, Minister for Agriculture and
Food, Forestry, and Corrective Services told the Committee that the cost of
funding the colleges is three to four times that of funding mainstream
education providers. Students pay no tuition fees; however, all campuses levy
fees to cover amenities, uniforms, books, course consumables and other
expenses. Boarding fees are also payable for residential students. At
Cunderdin, the school charges $7,500 to board for one year, although Mr
Moyle said that most students receive some financial assistance to pay this fee.

2.98

Mr Moyle also said it was an advantage that the colleges have been kept within
the Department of Education. As well, unlike other government departments a
different funding arrangement allows the colleges to carry forward any money
made from the farms. The money collected is placed in a trust, 40 per cent of
which is rolled forward in a ‘resource sharing’ model across all colleges. This is
used to update machinery and ensure the students are working with the most
modern technology possible.

2.99

At Cunderdin, access to modern technology is also guaranteed through an
arrangement with equipment suppliers that sees the suppliers lease equipment
to the school at very cheap rates. In return, the suppliers benefit from exposing
their equipment to the students. Cunderdin also leases land to seed companies
for trials. Company representatives give presentations to the students on the
latest scientific developments in seeds.

2.100 The money from the trust is also used to purchase farming equipment for 14
small agricultural education providers in the state. These providers are
attached to mainstream schools throughout Western Australia and do not have
the scale necessary to raise funding for expensive purchases.
2.101 The agricultural colleges are undoubtedly successful by some measures. Mr
Moyle said that 99 per cent of students go on to further study, employment or
an apprenticeship. As well, nearly one‐third of the students at the Colleges are
from Perth – not all of whom have an agricultural background.
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2.102 Mr Brett Jenkinson, a young farmer and former student spoke to the
Committee in Northam, expressing his confidence in the Cunderdin education.
He said: “From Cunderdin, you can go anywhere in agriculture.”73
2.103 Is the agricultural high school model ideal and has it led to more young people
working in agriculture in Western Australia? A number of factors have to be
taken into account in looking at the model. For example, although almost every
student continues to study or begins employment or an apprenticeship, this is
not always in the field of agriculture. In fact, around 40 per cent of Cunderdin’s
graduates take up employment in a trade.
2.104 Some points about agricultural high schools in Western Australia:
 Of the 40 per cent of graduates who work in a trade, some of these may end
up working in the farming sector later in life
 If these 40 per cent with a trade live and work in a regional area, that is
indirectly benefiting agriculture through creating sustainable towns and
providing valuable business services
 Agricultural colleges are only one part of the equation; that is, workforce
problems may be traced to another part of the equation, for example the
tertiary sector or employment practices.
2.105 Minister Redman also told the Committee that mining companies are
‘poaching’ the best graduates. Further, as both Minister Redman and Mr Beatty
pointed out, Western Australia is facing the same problems around an ageing
agricultural workforce and negative perceptions of agriculture as the rest of the
country.
2.106 The Committee sees the value of agricultural high schools and the benefits to
students and the community that they provided.

Recommendation 14
 That the state government do a costing study on the introduction of effective
reforms to the agricultural education approach in Victoria. The costing study would
include:
 Introduction of agricultural high schools in Victoria, based on the model currently
operating in Western Australia
 Consideration of the cost of introducing further agricultural components into the
curriculum at a range of high schools particularly in rural and regional areas
 Development of currently underutilised resources such as the Dookie Campus of
the University of Melbourne
 The need for a role such as Director for Agricultural Education as exists in Western
Australia.

73

Mr Brett Jenkinson, Farmer, Northam, Consultations, Western Australia, 9 September 2011.
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Recommendation 15
That the state government develop stronger links between the Department of Primary
Industries and the education and training sector through allocation of a designated
senior officer to this role, such as a Director for Agricultural Education who would be
able to communicate with the rural sector and have a strong understanding of on‐ and
off‐farm training as well as other key state and federal programs and services that
would be of benefit.

Snapshot: Western Australian College of Agriculture – Cunderdin
The WA College of Agriculture – Cunderdin is an education and training institution
offering students in Western Australia an innovative approach to learning and an
alternative to mainstream Year 11 and 12 schooling. Students at the College receive a
mix of classroom education and industry‐based ‘hands on’ experience in a real farm
environment. The college is a registered training organisation and through
partnerships with industry offers students access to modern technology and industry
research.
College farm
The purpose of the farm is to provide a learning resource for students to acquire and
practice farming skills. The training is delivered by staff with an average of 20 years’
practical experience. The farm program enables students to meet the requirements of
Level II Certificates within the National Agriculture Training Package.
The farm takes in around 5,000 acres of which about over half are arable and supports
a range of standard and alternative enterprises. The College conducts the following
enterprises as an educational resource to deliver competency‐based training to all
students:
Research and technology agricentre
The College is able to enhance the programs on offer by hosting a number of industry
trials on site. The WANTFA (WA No‐Till Farmers Association) leases a 20 hectare site
for its 12‐year carbon retention trial and other trials as requested. Other industry
bodies have trials on occasion. The establishment of any trial is dependent upon the
maximum benefit to student learning outcomes.
Cropping
On average 2,200 acres of crop are sown to wheat, lupins, barley, canola, field peas
and oats for hay. Students gain experience with the operation of modern technology
rich equipment. During the peak times of sowing and harvest, students are rostered to
drive machinery throughout the day and into the evening.
Sheep
The flock consists of 1,350 AMS merino ewes, half of which are selected from test
results and mated to AMS rams to provide replacement ewes for the whole flock. The
balance of the ewes are mated to Poll Dorset rams for the production of lambs for the
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prime lamb market. A 50 ewe Poll Dorset stud provides some of the ram requirements
as well as student exposure to the stud breeding industry. Artificial insemination and
embryo transfer programs are run to enhance this operation.
Pigs
The 45 sow herd produces pork and bacon for the slaughter market. The piggery has
achieved Level II Quality Assurance Accreditation. The pigs are sold and slaughtered at
Linley Valley.
Cattle
The cattle are run to accommodate the specific requirements of the campus. A ration
herd is maintained to supply the kitchen requirements and a small breeding herd of
Black Angus is run to satisfy training needs for students undertaking a Beef
Specialisation in Year 12.
Poultry
The Campus runs a 300 bird laying system housed in a barn style layout, supplying the
College requirements, with surplus eggs sold locally.
Butcher shop
Students learn the techniques involved in the selection, slaughter, preparation and
supply of meat to the campus kitchen. This is achieved through handling 20 beasts,
280 sheep and 70 pigs annually.
Workshop
Students learn the techniques and processes of vehicle and machinery repair and
maintenance through actual daily operations, and build, maintain and repair a wide
range of College infrastructure.
Products
Lamb, beef, pork and bacon products from the farm are used in the College when
available.
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Key Messages
 Some jobs in agriculture can be menial and performed in isolation, while others
are very rewarding.
 For young people, being your own boss is highly attractive.
 Agriculture has a job for everyone, not just young people graduating with
agriculture degrees.
 Many farmers gain a passion for agriculture through family experience.
 There are different views about the worth of promoting agriculture to young urban
populations.
 Farming job advertisements should highlight the professional nature of agricultural
work.
 Much unskilled and semi‐skilled farming work is filled by overseas labour.

What attracts young people to agriculture?
3.1

1

While not all jobs in agriculture are physically demanding, evidence suggests
that sourcing local labour for certain types of agricultural work is difficult. For
example, Mr John Murphy described picking tomatoes as solitary work that is
also “repetitive” and “boring”.1 Mr Chris Stoney said that the isolated nature of
some on‐farm work can make it difficult to attract local young people, which is
why Minto Pastoral Company, and others companies like it, turn to overseas

Mr Jonathan Murphy, Owner, Murphy Fresh, Public Hearing, Mansfield, 5 August 2011.
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labour for some of their more menial jobs.2 (Overseas labour is discussed later
in this chapter.)
3.2

Therefore the Committee is interested in the question: So why are young
people attracted to a career in agriculture?

3.3

Ms Emma Inglis from Timboon P–12 School listed a number of reasons why a
young person would be interested in farming, including:






3.4

Growing up on a farm
Enjoy seeing their achievements (fixing fences, growing crops)
Independence
A love of animals
The ability to be your own boss.3

Other young people the Committee heard from spoke of their attraction to
working outdoors4 as well as their fascination with the complex science
associated with animal health.5 The Committee also heard about the way in
which young farmers like to take responsibility for their work. This was made
clear in Swan Hill by Mr Michael Young, Manager, Young Farms:
I really like being in control. I know that if I make a mistake, I have to wear
it. But if we end up with a good season or whatever, then it is really
rewarding to go, ‘Jeez, I’ve done that’. Do you know what I mean? It has
been good, because I have set it up, I have managed it. We have done it,
we have achieved it — that is, me and the team under me. We have all
done it together. It is really good. At the end of the year I love it when the
truck pulls up. We just load the fruit in; it is a finished product. It is at its
premium; we have taken 12 months to get it to that stage and then it is
gone. It is really rewarding to see that; it is a long process. That is what I
enjoy. It is good.6

2
3
4

5

6
7
8

3.5

Mr Jonathon Alexander described this decision‐making responsibility as being
the source of young people’s “self‐pride” in what they do.7

3.6

The Committee heard that agriculture is particularly suited to offering young
people this sort of responsibility that is so important to job satisfaction.8
However, small farms have a structural disadvantage in this area, as they
generally are unable to offer young workers increased responsibility through

Mr Chris Stoney, Managing Director, Fox Ag, Public Hearing, Mansfield, 5 August 2011.J
Ms Emma Inglis, Student, Timboon P‐12 School, Public Hearing, Timboon, 18 October 2011.
Mr Daniel Campbell, Student, Leongatha Secondary College, Public Hearing, Leongatha, 21
September 2011.
Ms Mikaela Baker, Student, Mansfield Secondary College, Public Hearing, Mansfield, 5 August
2011.
Mr Michael Young, Manager, Young Farms, Public Hearing, Swan Hill, 21 July 2011.
Mr Jonathon Alexander, Student, Murtoa College, Public Hearing, Horsham, 23 August 2011.
Mr Anthony Chapman, Seeds Manager, Wimmera Grain Company, Public Hearing, Horsham, 23
August 2011; Mr Mike Stephens, Managing Director, Mike Stephens and Associates, Public
Hearing, Ballart, 24 August 2011.
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structured career paths.9 (The different opportunities offered by small and
large farms are discussed in Chapter 8; while career pathways are discussed in
Chapter 10.)
3.7

As part of this Inquiry, the Committee designed an online survey, as another
tool for hearing young people’s views on agriculture. By far the most common
phrase the respondents said they associated with agriculture was ‘feeding the
nation’. Some of the other common phrases included:




3.8

Healthy lifestyle
Hard work
Diverse work.

In the United States, reasons for young people being attracted to a career in
agriculture are said to include this same desire for independence and
responsibility, as well as meeting demand for locally grown food, and a concern
for the environment.10

Snapshot: Nathan Free, Swan Hill
Nathan is a fourth generation farmer from Tresco, south of Lake Boga. The Free family
farm, Duralgai Horticulture, includes organic stone fruit managed by his father,
conventional wine grapes managed by his uncle and mixed vegetables (organic and
conventional) managed by Nathan.
Nathan, who is in his mid‐20s, finished his VCE education in 2006 also leaving with a
Certificate II in Horticulture. He completed work experience in marketing in 2007
before returning to the family farm to develop a vegetable production business.
Nathan travelled around Australia to learn about biologically sustainable farming
practices and has also made trips to California to learn about stone fruit variety,
marketing techniques and nutrition. Nathan runs a successful jalapeno business
alongside his diversified organic vegetable business and also manages projects for
Bendigo investment company Kilter.
Nathan told the Committee about his passion for agriculture:
From when I was pretty little I had a fair passion for agriculture. Through school it was
just really getting basic knowledge of maths and English, and I did a fair bit of biology,
chemistry and physics until I got to Year 12. It is just a passion for growing things for
the enjoyment of the end consumer. Conventionally it was hard to do because there
was not the money there to be able to do it properly and how we want to do it to make
sure the planet was healthy — not too many chemicals and whatnot — so the change
to organic, which is a fair passion of mine and my father’s, gave us a real inspiration in
agriculture as well.

9

10

Mr Ben Reeve, Recruitment Manager, Mike Stephens and Associates, Public Hearing, Ballarat, 24
August 2011.
Harvey N, ‘Why are young, educated Americans going back to the farm?’ Turnstyle, 1 August
2011.
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Target rural and urban populations

11

12
13

14

15
16

3.9

As discussed in Chapter 1, an important issue the Committee considered is the
debate over where exactly and to whom agriculture should be promoted.

3.10

That young people develop a passion for farming through their exposure to it
was made clear to the Committee. This might be on the family farm, through
extended family members such as grandparents, or through experiences at
school or university.

3.11

Many of the young farmers the Committee spoke with mentioned that their
passion for farming determined their career choice. There was a belief that this
passion is needed as a motivator due to the perceived low wages in the
sector.11 (Wages are discussed in Chapter 6.)

3.12

Mr Free also told the Committee that a passion for farming is sometimes
needed to overcome the relatively low wages of entry level agriculture jobs. He
told the Committee that he realised he had this passion for farming from a
young age, adding: “The kids with the passion have generally come from a
history of farming. To have a passion for it you have to have a knowledge for
it.”12

3.13

Ms Kerryne McClelland, a Senior Coordinator at Rural Financial Counselling
Service, said that it is rare for a young person to want to farm unless they have
grown up on farm. Even then, just growing up on a farm is not enough; they
would still need to have a passion for farming.13

3.14

In Mildura, Ms Paula Gordon from the Murray Valley Citrus Board, told the
Committee that without this passion, young people will not succeed in
agriculture: “…it has got to be your passion or you do not bring the energy, the
innovation and the enjoyment to whatever you are doing”. In this sense, Ms
Gordon argued, a farm business is no different to any other business.14

3.15

Mr Mark Nevill phrased it as: “You’ve got to want to do it; and if your heart’s
not in it, go and get a trade, go and do something else.”15

3.16

Intrinsic to the debate on where best to focus promotional efforts for the
farming sector is the structure of the sector itself. While the Committee heard
from witnesses working in agriculture who were not from farm family
backgrounds (even if they were from rural areas),16 it also heard of the

Mr Dennis Mills, Chairman, Murray Valley Winegrowers, Public Hearing, Mildura, 20 July 2011; Mr
Kent Wooding, Manager, AGRIvision Consultants, Public Hearing, Swan Hill, 21 July 2011.
Mr Nathan Free, Horticulturalist, Duralgai Horticulture, Public Hearing, Swan Hill, 21 July 2011.
Ms Kerryne McClelland, Senior Coordinator, North Central Rural Financial Counselling Service,
Public Hearing, Bendigo, 23 June 2011.
Ms Paula Gordon, Board Member, Murray Valley Citrus Board, Public Hearing, Mildura, 20 July
2011.
Mr Mark Nevill, Dairy Farmer, Mepunga, Public Hearing, Timboon, 18 October 2011.
For example: Ms Karen Baum, Director, Pembroke Rural, Public Hearing, Nambrok, 20 September
2011; Mr John Craven, Agribusiness Manager, Gippsland Water, Public Hearing, Nambrok, 20
September 2011; Ms Lisa Dwyer, Dairy Farmer and Board Member, WestVic Dairy, Public Hearing,
Timboon, 18 October 2011; Ms Joanne Theodore, Sharefarmer, Princetown, Public Hearing,
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importance of young people coming from a farm family background, what the
Wimmera Development Association described as the main entry point for
young people.17

17
18
19

20
21
22

23

24

25
26

3.17

The young farmers who spoke to the Committee in Birchip, Mildura and Swan
Hill came from families who own farming properties. For example, Mr Free is a
fourth generation horticulturalist;18 Mr Anthony Cirillo a fourth generation
grape grower;19 Mr Matt Glowrey is a third generation dairy farmer;20 while Mr
Michael Young, returned to his family farm after ten years working at the
Country Fire Authority.21

3.18

This was also the case at Longerenong College, where the vast majority of
students who spoke to the Committee were from farm families. Other
examples include Ms Caitlin Scholfield and Ms Belinda Bassingthwaighte from
the AgNext network group.22

3.19

It should also be noted that not all children of farming families are destined for
a career in agriculture. In 2007, Geldens conducted a study of 138 young rural
Victorians which found that ‘…whilst many held strong, complex attachments
to the family farm they did not necessarily see themselves becoming
farmers’.23

3.20

Mr Cirillo said that of his Year 7 class, only two of his peers went on to study
agriculture at Year 12, or as he put it: “So two out of 25 hopefuls made it to the
end of the race.”24 Mr Free also told the Committee that of his regional school
class of 90 only two young people have pursued a career in agriculture.25

3.21

Birchip Cropping Group’s Chief Executive Officer, Mr David Chamberlin,
advocated taking the agriculture message to young people in cities as well as
regional areas. In Mr Chamberlin’s opinion, it is impossible to separate the
promotion of the benefits of an agricultural career from the promotion of the
advantages of living in rural and regional Victoria, saying that that one
necessarily goes with the other.26

Timboon, 18 October 2011; Mr Doug McGuire, Dairy Farmer, Timboon, Public Hearing, Timboon,
18 October 2011.
Wimmera Development Association, Submission, Number 37, 5 August 2011.
Mr Nathan Free, Horticulturalist, Duralgai Horticulture, Public Hearing, Swan Hill, 21 July 2011.
Mr Anthony Cirillo, Table Grape Grower and Exporter, VMP Cirillo and Sons, Public Hearing,
Mildura, 20 July 2011.
Mr Matt Glowrey, Dairy Farmer, Glowrey Dairy Farm, Public Hearing, Swan Hill, 21 July 2011.
Mr Michael Young, Manager, Young Farms, Public Hearing, Swan Hill, 21 July 2011.
Ms Caitlin Scholfield, Coordinator, AgNext, Public Hearing, Melbourne, 24 October 2011; Ms
Belinda Bassingthwaighte, Coordinator, AgNext, Public Hearing, Melbourne, 24 October 2011.
Geldens P, ‘Out‐migration: young Victorians and the family farm’, People and Place, Vol 15, No 1,
2007.
Mr Anthony Cirillo, Table Grape Grower and Exporter, VMP Cirillo and Sons, Public Hearing,
Mildura, 20 July 2011.
Mr Nathan Free, Horticulturalist, Duralgai Horticulture, Public Hearing, Swan Hill, 21 July 2011.
Mr David Chamberlin, Chief Executive Officer, Birchip Cropping Group, Workshop, Birchip, 19 July
2011.
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3.22

Mr Greg Hallihan from Primary Skills Victoria told the Committee that the
farming sector would only need to capture around one per cent of the urban
population in order to meet its labour shortages.27 Professor Roush took a
similar line, arguing that the needs of the agriculture workforce will not be met
solely from rural areas and that the sector will need to target urban areas as
well. He offered an example of a successful urban–rural transition:
Without having his permission, I will cite one of my friends and colleagues,
Dave Anthony, who is the managing director of Auscott. He grew up in an
urban environment, got interested in agriculture at Sydney University,
spent his time working out in rural areas like Narromine and so forth
developing farm properties at Auscott and went on. I think there are
probably, once searched through, many such examples.28

3.23

Indeed, one such example is Ms Hollonds, who the Committee met in
Mansfield:
I moved from the middle of Sydney. I was living on the beaches, and I did a
season in the Northern Territory running around chasing cattle like an
idiot, because I wanted to ride horses; that is all I wanted to do… Probably
the no. 1 thing that attracted me was the lifestyle. I just did not want to
live in Sydney. I wanted to live in the country; it was as simple as that. I did
not know anybody in the country, but that is where I wanted to live. That is
probably what attracted me at first. I do not have family here, so I cannot
say it was family. I did not know anybody in town, so it was not that. It was
honestly just the concept of being able to live in the country and live in a
small country town. I wanted to be able to walk down the street and know
people. People hate that about country towns; they actually hate that they
walk down the street and know people, but I love that. I love being able to
walk into the pub and say g’day to somebody. That is what attracts me to
the place; plus it is a really good raw industry. It has got a lot of history in
Australia. It breeds some really great people.29

27

28

29

30

3.24

Longerenong College’s Development Officer, Ms Donna Winfield, told the
Committee that agricultural education providers do approach young people in
the city with some success. However, she did add the caveat that if the young
people don’t already have a connection with the country, they are unlikely to
consider a career in agriculture, a point that Mr Goldsmith agreed with.30

3.25

As an example, one of the students at Longerenong College, Ms Rebecca Dalla,
grew up in Melbourne but spent Christmas holidays on a family farm near
Shepparton: “Feeding the calves at Christmas time was the most hands‐on we

Mr Greg Hallihan, Executive Officer, Primary Skills Victoria, Public Hearing, Melbourne, 10
October 2011.
Professor Richard Roush, President, Australian Council of Deans of Agriculture, Public Hearing,
Melbourne, 10 October 2011.
Ms Julia Hollonds, Office Manager, Minto Pastoral Company, Public Hearing, Mansfield, 5 August
2011.
Ms Donna Winfield, Development Officer, Longerenong College, Public Hearing, Horsham, 23
August 2011; Mr John Goldsmith, Head of Campus, Longerenong College, Public Hearing,
Horsham, 23 August 2011.
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got. I loved that. I've always had an interest in cattle and the outdoors from
that.”31
3.26

Mr Russell Johnson from the Bendigo Schools Trade Training Centre told the
Committee that the vast majority of young farmers that they train come from a
farm family background.32 The Principal of Marcus Oldham College, Dr Simon
Livingstone, estimated that more than 90 per cent of his students are from
farms: “It is still hard to get people out of the urban environment.”33

3.27

Discussion on attracting young people from urban areas is complicated by the
fact that many young people living in Melbourne, Bendigo or Ballarat are from
rural areas themselves, having moved to study or for employment. Thus any
campaign would have to distinguish between enticing young people to return
to rural living and enticing young people to move to a rural area for the first
time.

3.28 Rural communities are discussed further in Chapter 12.

Snapshot: Julia Hollonds, Mansfield
Julia grew up in Sydney but was attracted
to agriculture through a love of horses.
She left Sydney to work in the Northern
Territory chasing cattle, before moving to
Mansfield where she joined Minto
Pastoral Company. Julia worked for two
years on Minto’s sheep farm before
completing an agribusiness management
degree at Charles Sturt University.
Julia told the Committee that for her the
main attraction of working in the farming
sector is the lifestyle:
I just did not want to live in Sydney. I wanted to live in the country; it was as simple as
that. I did not know anybody in the country, but that is where I wanted to live. That is
probably what attracted me at first. I do not have family here, so I cannot say it was
family. I did not know anybody in town, so it was not that. It was honestly just the
concept of being able to live in the country and live in a small country town. I wanted
to be able to walk down the street and know people. People hate that about country
towns; they actually hate that they walk down the street and know people, but I love
that. I love being able to walk into the pub and say g’day to somebody. That is what
attracts me to the place; plus it is a really good raw industry. It has got a lot of history
in Australia. It breeds some really great people. We have got some great export
markets out of agricultural commodities.
31
32

33

Ms Rebecca Dalla, Student, Longerenong College, Public Hearing, Horsham, 23 August 2011
Mr Russell Johnson, Executive Officer, Bendigo Schools Trade Training Centre, Public Hearing,
Bendigo, 23 June 2011.
Dr Simon Livingstone, Principal, Marcus Oldham College, Public Hearing, Melbourne, 24 October
2011.
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Recruitment strategies
3.29

It was put to the Committee that agriculture will have more success in
attracting young people if it improves the way in which it advertises its jobs.34
For example, in its submission to this Inquiry, Agribusiness Gippsland describes
agriculture’s weakness in ‘…advertising job opportunities that would attract
young professionals’,35 while GippsDairy reveals that dairy farmers are
increasingly asking their peak bodies for assistance in recruitment strategies.36

3.30

Baw Baw Shire Council says that in that region the majority of agriculture
positions are filled by ‘…word of mouth or family and friends networks’.37 If this
approach is replicated elsewhere this lack of formal recruitment may partly
account for the lack of professionalism in approaches to advertisements from
owners and managers.

3.31

Mr Ben Reeve, a Recruitment Manager at Mike Stephens and Associates, told
the Committee that in his experience the recruitment strategies of farm
businesses fall short in two main areas. Firstly, businesses can have unrealistic
expectations of young people’s experience. According to Mr Reeve:
“…employers want a 20‐year‐old because they want them to have the energy
and the enthusiasm, but they want them to have 30 years worth of experience
and understanding of pastures, livestock and machinery”.38

3.32

Secondly, Mr Reeve argued that in general the farming sector does not
understand the best way in which to advertise a job such that it attracts a small
but desirable group of applicants with the specific skill sets required.39

3.33

The Committee heard that job advertisements should be detailed in describing
the professional skill sets required to succeed in the position. Mr Brad Parks
provided a good example of the way in which more professional job
advertisements have a better success rate than the traditional ‘farmhand
wanted’ approach that farms have been known to rely on:
I have a friend who employs over 1,000 people in a Melbourne business
and asked for his advice. I ran an ad and what I tried to do was promote
farming as an exciting career option — simple as that. I have the ad here. I
will not bore you with it. I just said that we had a position for a farmhand
that offered ongoing training into most aspects of farming, and I offered a
traineeship in agriculture. I then went on to describe some of the basic
things that they would be doing: tractor driving, crop sowing, fertilising,
machinery maintenance, animal husbandry and so on. I said, ‘This position

34

35
36
37
38

39

Ms Jo Bourke, Executive Director and Board Member, Wimmera Development Association, Public
Hearing, Horsham, 23 August 2011; Dr Kaye Scholfield, Senior Manager Community Partnerships
and Projects, RMIT University, Hamilton, Public Hearing, Dunkeld, 17 October 2011; Mr Andrew
Broad, President, Victorian Farmers Federation, Public Hearing, Melbourne, 24 October 2011.
Agribusiness Gippsland, Submission, Number 64, 15 September 2011.
GippsDairy, Submission, Number 57, 16 August 2011.
Baw Baw Shire Council, Submission, Number 59, 17 August 2011.
Mr Ben Reeve, Recruitment Manager, Mike Stephens and Associates, Public Hearing, Ballarat, 24
August 2011.
Ibid.
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offers a great career opportunity for advancement’. I had a fantastic
response to that ad because I sold the position. I have put on a guy who is
33 and doing a certificate III in agriculture, and he will go on to do a
certificate IV. That is working really well. I have learnt a lot from that. I will
probably go back and have another look at my spray operator and see how
I go.40
3.34

Mr Glenn Fox agreed that this professional approach to job advertisements
ensured a better response from applicants, adding that it is also important to
outline the career development opportunities available:
… there is a sort of hierarchy so that a person can jump on and see that if
you start here, you can go to there and you have career opportunities in
our business. If you start as a spreader operator, you could go up and be a
field support person then you could move through on a career path. You
could go through and do sales in agronomy, or you could move across into
the transport side of our business and do the logistics. If you want to keep
going, you could go straight through and do some administration.41

3.35

The Committee believes that professional job titles and remuneration packages
are also important, as revealed by Ms Robyn Gulline:
Depending on our business requirements when searching for staff, we
have sought to employ production assistants, cropping assistants,
harvesting assistants or assistant farm managers. By changing the name
from ‘farmhand’ to a more professional position title, we are promoting
pride in the role and indicating that they are a very important component
of our business. As we require our staff to operate large machinery and
complex electronics, it is important to compensate them accordingly. A
remuneration package is negotiated and includes a combination of above
award wages, subsidised housing, vehicle and mobile phone, depending on
what our staff want, but they're some of the options that we have offered
in the past. We have found this process very successful over many years.42

40

41
42

43

44

3.36

Job ads should also mention the increasingly important role technology plays in
modern farming.43 As Ms Robyn Vale from WestVic Dairy said: “If we can
expose the students to [technology], agriculture can sell itself.”44

3.37

Technology is discussed further in Chapter 9.

Mr Brad Parks, President, Mansfield Agribusiness Group / General Manager, Parkseeds, Public
Hearing, Mansfield, 5 August 2011.
Mr Glenn Fox, Managing Director, Fox Ag, Public Hearing, Mansfield, 5 August 2011.
Ms Robyn Gulline, Director of Finance and Information Technology, Gulline Farmers, Public
Hearing, Horsham, 23 August 2011.
Mr Stephen Bennett, Farmer, Merbein, Public Hearing, Mildura, 20 July 2011; Mr Shawn Butters,
Director, Kilter Pty Ltd, Public Hearing, Swan Hill, 21 July 2011; Ms Claire Penniceard, Director and
Owner, The Pig Pen Pty Ltd, Public Hearing, Beechworth, 4 August 2011; Mr John McDougall,
Chairman, Southern Farming Systems, Public Hearing, Dunkeld, 17 October 2011; Ms Georgina
Gubbins, Managing Director, Maneroo Partnership, Public Hearing, Timboon, 18 October 2011.
Ms Robyn Vale, Dairy Careers Coordinator, WestVic Dairy, Public Hearing, Timboon, 18 October
2011.
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3.38

It was also suggested that agriculture is fixed in its view that it can only attract
young people already in the farming sector and needs to cast a wider net in
terms of the young people it is trying to recruit:
There is a prevailing idea – one encouraged by the industry – that you need
to grow up in agriculture to work in it. This is like saying you need to be a
doctor’s son or daughter to be a doctor. By not encouraging those from
different walks of life into agriculture encourages a close‐minded mentality
and significantly limits the pool of potential workers.45

3.39

A similar point was made in Bendigo by Ms Alexandra Gartmann. Ms Gartmann
said that agriculture should be able to persuade people in manufacturing and
the financial sector that their skills are well suited to the varied demands of
modern agriculture:
I think in terms of recruitment we need to think beyond the silo of
agriculture, no matter how good it is…there are people well and truly
outside of agriculture who would never have seen themselves in
agriculture until we communicated with them, tapped them on the
shoulder or found appropriate ways to engage with them and seek them
out.46

3.40

This approach would be similar to that used by the mining sector in luring
highly skilled young people from farming.

3.41

Ms Gartmann’s idea also links with evidence given by Ms Hollonds in Mansfield.
Ms Hollonds, speaking about a conversation she had had with recruitment
specialist Mr Reeves, said that the vast majority of on‐farm positions are filled
by people recruited from other farms. In other words, this does nothing to
address the overall labour shortage in agriculture, rather “…it is just moving it
around”.47 A similar sentiment was expressed in a report by SED Consulting in
2010:
Poaching young talent from neighbouring farms is a real issue within the
dairy industry, increasing the incentive of operators to treat their
employees well. Such shortages are contributing to the stress on
managers as they often have to ignore basic tasks on‐farm, work
weekends, or have tasks performed by management‐level employees.48

3.42

45
46

47

48

There does seem to be a current lack of alignment between young people’s
values and those found in agriculture. Both organic farming and environmental
science courses are booming, for example, while the popularity of ‘traditional’

Agribusiness Gippsland, Submission, Number 64, 15 September 2011.
Ms Alexandra Gartmann, Chief Executive Officer, Foundation for Rural and Regional Renewal,
Public Hearing, Bendigo, 23 June 2011.
Ms Julia Hollonds, Office Manager, Minto Pastoral Company, Public Hearing, Mansfield, 5 August
2011; Plus in Hollonds J, ‘Human resource needs for the Australian agricultural industry’,
Literature Review, 2011.
SED Consulting, Workforce Development Plan for the Victorian Grains and Dairy Industries,
Victorian Government, Melbourne 2010.
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agricultural courses declines. This is despite the fact that the agricultural sector
in Victoria has a very good record of environmental stewardship of the land.49
3.43

A young person currently working in agriculture wrote to the Committee
following the Youth Forum. She told the Committee that her qualifications and
experience as an Environmental Science graduate were not valued by
employers when she was looking for work in the farming sector. She said:
Given there’s a shortage in the industry, and enrolments in agriculture
subjects and degrees are falling, looking to other disciplines such as Civil
Engineering and Environmental Science and Finance etc could provide the
workers the industry needs.50
This comment reflects the perspective of the more than 60 young people who
attended the Forum and expressed their belief via two Recommendations
about promoting the sector:
Youth Forum Recommendation 2
That government and industry take on the key inclusive message:
agriculture has a career for everyone.
Youth Forum Recommendation 8
That the state government develop a ‘support platform’ targeting people
coming out of universities and TAFEs where people completing their final
year at university can be exposed to opportunities in agriculture.

3.44

Furthermore it is a key finding of the Committee that professional job
advertisements that include an accurate job title, include details such as a list
of the skills required, technology challenges involved, the level of responsibility
entailed and the overall remuneration package including subsidised housing,
car or phone use, attract more suitable applicants than those that don’t.

Overseas labour
“If there are no people here that are prepared to take those jobs on or
want to live in those particular areas, ultimately we all came here once,
so there should be opportunities for people.”
Hon Peter Walsh MP, Melbourne.

49
50

3.45

The Committee heard conflicting evidence around attracting young people to
entry level or unskilled work in the farming sector.

3.46

In Canberra, Dr Sam Nelson, the National Farmers’ Federation Manager Rural
Affairs added to evidence heard from Mr Neil Barr, stating that developed
countries throughout the world rely heavily on migrant labour to fill unskilled

Ms Alana Johnson, Farmer, Benalla, Workshop, Melbourne 15 August 2011.
Ms Meredith Jay, Personal Correspondence to the Committee, 28 February 2012.
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agricultural positions.51 Referring specifically to Australia, Mr Brian Duggan, the
National Farmers’ Federation Workplace Relations and Legal Affairs Manager
argued that “… people want careers”. The implication being that the seasonal
nature of work such as fruit picking makes it unsuitable for young Australians.52

51

52

53

54

55

56
57
58

59

3.47

The Committee heard from several witnesses who employ overseas labour on
their farms.53 For example, Ms Mary Cannard informed the Committee that
citrus farms in the Mildura region usually employ family members and
occasional casual labour predominantly sourced from backpackers.54 Ms Gaye
Tripodi, whose Murrawee Farms covers a total of 500 acres, told the
Committee that of the 30–40 seasonal staff she employs the majority are
Pacific Islanders.55

3.48

Mr David Ritchie told the Committee overseas labour is a “…very valid way of
helping peak labour demand in most Australian regional areas”, especially
considering the pressure horticulturalists are under to pick their crops on
time.56

3.49

The Committee also learnt that the lack of young workers in forestry is
resulting in an ‘…inadequate transfer of knowledge between experienced and
skilled older workers and new employees’.57 As a result forestry businesses are
turning to overseas workers, mainly from New Zealand and South Africa.

3.50

Both Minister Walsh58 and the Victorian Farmers Federation’s Mr Andrew
Broad described Australian agriculture’s use of overseas labour as a ‘win–win’
situation. This is because Australian farms gain the benefit of a skilled
workforce, while overseas workers, frequently from poorer countries, use the
money to improve their home countries. Mr Broad said the situation could be
viewed as “…to all intents and purposes, an aid program”.59

Dr Sam Nelson, Manager Rural Affairs, National Farmers’ Federation, Consultations, Canberra 16
November 2011.
Mr Brian Duggan, Manager Workplace Relations and Legal Affairs, National Farmers’ Federation,
Consultations, Canberra 16 November 2011.
Mr Michael Young, Manager, Young Farms, Public Hearing, Swan Hill, 21 July 2011; Mr Brad Parks,
President, Mansfield Agribusiness Group / General Manager, Parkseeds, Public Hearing,
Mansfield, 5 August 2011; Ms Celia Tucker, Farmer, Maroona, Public Hearing, Dunkeld, 17
October 2011; Mr Mark Nevill, Dairy Farmer, Mepunga, Public Hearing, Timboon, 18 October
2011.
Ms Mary Cannard, Industry Development Officer, Murray Valley Citrus Board, Public Hearing,
Mildura, 20 July 2011.
Ms Gaye Tripodi, Partner, Murrawee Farms / Vice President, Victorian Farmers Federation
Horticulture Group, Public Hearing, Swan Hill, 21 July 2011.
Mr David Ritchie, General Manager, Delatite Winery, Public Hearing, Mansfield, 5 August 2011.
Victorian Association of Forest Industries, Submission, Number 54, 12 August 2011.
The Hon Peter Walsh MP, Minister for Agriculture and Food Security, Minister for Water, Victoria
Government, Public Hearing, Melbourne, 5 December 2011.
Mr Andrew Broad, President, Victorian Farmers Federation, Public Hearing, Melbourne, 24
October 2011.
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3.51

The use of overseas labour may have repercussions for young Victorian
farmers. For example, the Committee heard that, particularly for horticultural
jobs at the lower end of the scale, an image forms in the minds of local young
people that picking is a job designed for and suited to people other than
themselves. However, the Committee also acknowledges that many farmers
are dependent on overseas labour to run their business.

3.52

A range of other groups also expressed similar views.60

Snapshot: Chris and Julie Vogels, Seebeck Farm.

Chris and Julie Vogels milk 1,500 cows over two dairies in Cooriemungle. Their nine
employees include five staff from Uzbekistan and three workers who were born in the
Philippines. The Vogels train all overseas workers and sponsor them to become
permanent Australian residents.

60

Golden Plains Shire Council, Submission, Number 14, 4 August 2011; Hepburn Shire Council,
Submission, Number 21, 5 August 2011; Dowling Brothers Yarrawonga, Submission, Number 49,
12 August 2011; Rural Industries Research and Development Corporation, Australia’s Rural
Workforce: An analysis of labour shortages in rural Australia, Rural Industries Research and
Development Corporation, Canberra 2009.
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Chapter Four
Starting out in agriculture
Key Messages
 Being a ‘farmer’ can entail being either a land and business owner or an employee.
 Concern over high start‐up costs are linked to ideas of farm ownership as the only
entry point for a career in agriculture.
 The increasing size of farms means that it will become increasingly difficult for
young people to buy land outright
 Industry must showcase opportunities for wealth creation in the sector beyond
acquisition of property.
 There is a consensus that ownership is initially only possible for young people from
farming families.
 In fact, there are many different pathways into farming.
 Interest rates and stamp duty are ongoing areas of concern for farmers.
 Off‐farm income continues to feature strongly in agriculture.
 Leasing and sharefarming are valid alternatives to ownership.
 Although sharefarming is well developed, especially in dairy, leasing in Victoria is
considered to be in an ‘immature’ state.
 Young people should be able to buy farms incrementally.
 Other pathways to ownership exist, such as shared equity partnerships.
 Contracting and farm management are good career options for young people.
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Introduction
4.1

This chapter explores the challenges that young people face when starting a
career in agriculture in Victoria.

4.2

What is noticeable about this issue is that witnesses, submissions and also the
literature consistently conflate the idea of ‘entry to farming’ with ‘land
ownership’. Conflating the concept of ‘ownership’ with the desire for entry to
farming is common in discussions about working in agriculture. This can lead to
a belief that the cost of entry to farming is prohibitive.1

4.3

There is no doubt that farm ownership is valued in the farming community, and
an opportunity to own property is a significant factor in what is seen as
attractive about farming as a career. However, the Committee strongly believes
that it is important to acknowledge that property ownership is not a
prerequisite for employment in the agricultural sector.

4.4

Rewarding career pathways can be found that do not include land ownership.
During this Inquiry the Committee heard about a number of alternative
pathways for young people in the agriculture sector; for example, employment
on farms as managers or apprentices, and work in extension or agronomy
services.

4.5

Where ownership is an aim the Committee heard amassing property, assets and
capital can be done gradually. Models such as sharefarming and leasing also
allow for ongoing involvement and work in the sector that may lead to
ownership and capital development.

Examples of start-up costs
4.6

A number of witnesses were asked what they believed was required to start in
their industry. In examining answers to these questions it is important to note
that these estimates are all based on the cost of becoming an owner. This may
be explained by the way the question was asked. Alternatively, it may have
been a product of our shared assumption as a community that farming must
begin with ownership.

4.7

For example:



1

2

Mr Stephen Bennett in Mildura told the Committee that to be viable a new
dried fruits operation would need 40 acres of land, at a cost of $1 million.2
Mr Andrew Plunkett from Shepparton advised that an apple orchard would
need to be 50 acres to be viable and that such a property would cost $2
million.3

Mr Ian Campbell, Senior Economic Development Officer, Wellington Shire Council, Public Hearing,
Nambrok, 20 September 2011; Mr Jack Tucker, Farmer, Maroona, Public Hearing, Dunkeld, 17
October 2011; Mr Doug McGuire, Dairy Farmer, Timboon, Public Hearing, Timboon, 18 October
2011.
Mr Stephen Bennett, Farmer, Merbein, Public Hearing, Mildura, 20 July 2011.

Page 94

Rural and Regional Committee

Chapter Four | Starting out in agriculture







Mr Adrian Goonan, Head of Agribusiness at Warakirri Asset Management
Pty Ltd said that in the area of dryland cropping, the average value of a
farm in the Warakirri portfolio is $10 million.4
Witnesses asked about the cost of setting up a dairy farm told the
Committee that in Victoria a 200‐cow dairy farm is worth from $1.2 to $2
million.5
In the case of aquaculture, Ms Jennifer Savage said that a minimum of
$300,000 would be needed.6

4.8

Figures such as these are a source of the great deal of concern over the
financial barriers faced by young people wishing to enter agriculture. There is a
belief that the biggest barrier young people face is the money needed to buy
land and capital.7 This hurdle is made even harder to overcome by the fact that
these costs are up front and that finance can be difficult to obtain for young
people without any assets to back them up.8

4.9

The Committee heard much evidence that these start‐up costs are in fact a
reason why young people do not even consider a career in agriculture. Ms
Jennifer Grinter told the Committee that her father had concluded that the
financial barriers to entering agriculture are too great to overcome. She said:
“…it is really difficult to get interest going when a person who has been in the
industry for a long time thinks they are up against so much that it would be
difficult to get new people into the farming industry”.9

4.10 In Horsham, Mr Jonathon Alexander spoke of these financial barriers in terms of
risk. He stated that he and many of his peers do not wish to invest in property
because they fear being hit by a bad year early on in their career. This would be
of particular concern if they have taken on a large amount of debt to get
started as farmers.10 As an example of this risk, Mr Broad told the Committee
of a recent hail storm that caused $150,000 worth of damage to his farm.11
(Risk is discussed further in Chapter 5.)
3

4

5

6

7

8

9

10
11

Mr Andrew Plunkett, Chairman, Fruit Growers Victoria Ltd, Public Hearing, Shepparton, 3
November 2011.
Mr Adrian Goonan, Head of Agribusiness, Warakirri Asset Management, Public Hearing,
Melbourne, 12 September 2011.
Dr Danielle Auldist, Executive Officer, GippsDairy, Public Hearing, Leongatha, 21 September 2011;
Mr Doug McGuire, Dairy Farmer, Timboon, Public Hearing, Timboon, 18 October 2011.
Ms Jennifer Savage, Owner, Savage Fishing Pty Ltd, Public Hearing, Shepparton, 3 November
2011.
Ms Suzanne Ryder, Submission, Number 51, 12 August 2011; Buloke Shire Council, Submission,
Number 65, 16 September 2011; Victorian Government, Submission, Number 70, 31 October
2011.
Dr Kristy Howard, Agricultural Consultant, Inspiring Excellence, Public Hearing, Beechworth, 4
August 2011; Ms Nicola Bussell, Farmer, Alpine Dorpers, Public Hearing, Beechworth, 4 August
2011; Ms Susan Brunskill, Teacher, National Environment Centre, TAFE NSW Riverina Institute,
Public Hearing, Beechworth, 4 August 2011.
Ms Jennifer Grinter, Member, Victorian Young Farmers, Public Hearing, Shepparton, 3 November
2011.
Mr Jonathon Alexander, Student, Murtoa College, Public Hearing, Horsham, 23 August 2011.
Mr Andrew Broad, President, Victorian Farmers Federation, Public Hearing, Melbourne, 24
October 2011.
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4.11 While figures on size and start‐up costs vary according to the industry sector
being discussed and land values, there is a consensus that immediate
ownership remains out of reach unless a young person comes from a family
with a large, viable property.12
4.12 This consensus also exists in other first world countries, such as the United
States of America.13
4.13 For example, both Mr Michael Young14 and Mr Anthony Cirillo15 told the
Committee that being able to enter their respective industries was facilitated
by the financial assistance or land provided by their families. Many of the
witnesses the Committee heard from came from a farm family background and
had received assistance in one way or another. Just some examples include Mr
Brad Parks,16 the General Manager of Mansfield firm Parkseeds, who told the
Committee that his family business has been running since 1951; and Mr Chris
Draffin,17 a student at the University of Ballart, whose family has been farming
the same land for 150 years.
4.14 Other witnesses included Mr Russell Murphy18 in Mansfield, who inherited 250
acres and will pass his hydroponic tomato business onto his son. Being from a
farming family was also important for Mr Mark Ritchie of Delatite Station in
Mansfield. Mr Ritchie left the farm to study and live in Melbourne before
realising that he wanted to make his living running sheep and cattle. He made it
clear to the Committee that he was able to take up this opportunity through his
family ownership of land and the existing business.19
4.15 Notwithstanding the advantages that ownership can bring there are many
aspects to this discussion. The Committee heard from witnesses about the
many pathways that have been taken by Victorian farmers to enter into a
career in agriculture or work as a farmer. Indeed, family ownership itself is not
a guarantee of direct entry into farming. For example, Ms Nicola Bussell grew
up in Sydney and married into a farming family. However, both her and her
husband still needed to work off‐farm to raise enough money to buy the family
farm.20 (Off‐farm income is discussed further below.)

12

13

14
15

16

17

18
19
20

Gray I, ‘What are the factors affecting the ability of agriculture to attract and retain young
people? A review of the research literature prepared for the Department of Primary Industries,
Victoria’, September 2011; Golden Plains Shire Council, Submission, Number 14, 4 August 2011;
East Gippsland Shire Council, Submission, Number 23, 5 August 2011; North West Municipalities
Association, Submission, Number 50, 12 August 2011.
Harvey N, ‘Farmers of the future: an interview with Taylor Reid of BeginningFarmers.org’,
Turnstyle, 22 June 2011.
Mr Michael Young, Manager, Young Farms, Public Hearing, Swan Hill, 21 July 2011.
Mr Anthony Cirillo, Table Grape Grower and Exporter, VMP Cirillo and Sons, Public Hearing,
Mildura, 20 July 2011.
Mr Brad Parks, President, Mansfield Agribusiness Group / General Manager, Parkseeds, Public
Hearing, Mansfield, 5 August 2011.
Mr Chris Draffin, Student, School of Food, Land and Service Industries, University of Ballarat,
Public Hearing, Ballarat, 24 August 2011.
Mr Russell Murphy, Owner, Murphy Fresh, Public Hearing, Mansfield, 5 August 2011.
Mr Mark Ritchie, Manager, Delatite Grazing Pty Ltd, Public Hearing, Mansfield, 5 August 2011.
Ms Nicola Bussell, Farmer, Alpine Dorpers, Public Hearing, Beechworth, 4 August 2011.
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21

22

23

24

25

4.16

A case study included in the Young Agribusiness Professionals’ submission adds
to Ms Bussell’s experience that being part of a farming family does not always
guarantee direct entry to the sector via ownership. In the case study, a young
farmer in Gippsland wishes to buy his grandfather’s farm. However, the farm is
valued at $10 million, meaning the young farmer would need to come up with
$5 million21 to secure a loan, then earn enough to pay the interest on this
loan.22 This case study illustrates the difficulty that young people can encounter
even when farming is in the family, as well as the assets that an older
generation may not fully benefit from if farms are handed down.

4.17

The Committee notes that buying a farm business and land outright is not the
only option that young people should consider. For example, incremental
selling is discussed further below.

4.18

Dr Kristy Howard’s background gives further proof to this case study. Dr
Howard grew up in a farming family but was unable to afford to buy the
property, instead choosing a career as an agricultural consultant.23

4.19

Dr Howard’s and Ms Bussell’s stories are similar to that of other witnesses who
have taken up careers servicing the farming sector, albeit not all from farming
backgrounds. Ms Kerry Murphy, Executive Officer of the Tobacco and
Associated Farmers Cooperative was one such witness. Ms Murphy grew up
outside of a farming family yet has been able to achieve a successful career in
agriculture.24

4.20

In terms of industries that the Committee heard about, the dairy industry leads
in offering wealth creation opportunities for those young people without vast
capital or inherited land. The dairy industry presents a formal pathway to
ownership through sharefarming. Furthermore, the nature of dairy allows
young farmers the time to start small before growing their wealth.
Sharefarming and other alternatives to ownership are discussed further below.

4.21

The dairy industry is also welcoming of people from non‐farming backgrounds.
In Timboon, Mr Doug McGuire told the Committee how he began his career in
dairy after working in several other fields. He added that of the people he
knows who have taken a similar path to him “…almost without exception they
have done extremely well…”.25

The Committee frequently heard that deposits of 50 per cent of the land value are required
before a loan will be offered. It was beyond the Committee’s remit to determine the veracity of
this claim.
Young Agribusiness Professionals, Victorian Farmers Federation, Submission, Number 39, 5
August 2011.
Dr Kristy Howard, Agricultural Consultant, Inspiring Excellence, Public Hearing, Beechworth, 4
August 2011.
Ms Kerry Murphy, Executive Officer, Tobacco and Associated Farmers Cooperative, Public
Hearing, Beechworth, 4 August 2011.
Mr Doug McGuire, Dairy Farmer, Timboon, Public Hearing, Timboon, 18 October 2011.
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26
27

28

29
30

4.22

The Committee has noted that high start‐up costs can actually drive the
development of innovation and alternative but equally successful business
models.26

4.23

The Committee spoke to witnesses in Lakes Entrance about the commercial
fishing industry. The Committee learnt that, as with agriculture, start‐up costs
for young people wishing to enter the industry are seen to be prohibitive.
(Again, as with agriculture, it is important to distinguish between young people
focused on ownership and young people looking at a career as an employee.)

4.24

Mr Peter Clark of the Lakes Entrance Fishermen’s Co‐operative told the
Committee that the cost to purchase a boat and the requisite commercial
fishing licence and quota could fall anywhere between $2–3 million.27 As with
farming, it was felt that inheriting a fishing business may be the only viable
path to ownership for a young person.

4.25

Mr Matt Jenkins, a commercial fisherman from the Victorian Bays and Inlets
Fisheries Association stated: “Unless you are born into it, you will not get in
these days.”28

4.26

Mr Jenkins himself took over his family’s fishing business in 2002. He told the
Committee that commercial banks refused to lend him money to buy the
business and that he was unwilling to accept the offer made by Rural Finance.
Instead, he took several years to save up the required money.

4.27

Mr Gary Leonard was another witness from a fishing family background, in his
case he is the fifth generation of his family to have fished for a living. He told
the Committee that his father acted as guarantor for the loan Mr Leonard took
out to begin his career, adding that fishing licences, which were considered
affordable in the recent past, are now seen as expensive and a barrier to
entry.29

4.28

However, Mr Clark was also of the view that commercial fishing can be very
lucrative for a well‐run business. Mr Simon Boag told the Committee, in regard
to Commonwealth controlled waters, that the profitability of the industry
improved around five years ago when the Commonwealth bought out a
number of licences. While licences are now more expensive, this reduction, he
said, reduced the number of fishers, leading to increased catch for the
remaining boats.30

4.29

The evidence provided by Ms Savage in Shepparton would seem to indicate
that aquaculture could be easily promoted as an attractive career to young

Dr Danielle Auldist, Executive Officer, GippsDairy, Public Hearing, Leongatha, 21 September 2011.
Mr Peter Clark, Chairman, Seafood Industry Victoria, Site Visit, Lakes Entrance, 13 December
2011.
Mr Matt Jenkins, Commercial Fisherman, Victorian Bays and Inlets Fisheries Association, Public
Hearing, Lakes Entrance, 13 December 2011.
Mr Gary Leonard, Chairman, Leftrade Ltd, Public Hearing, Lakes Entrance, 13 December 2011.
Mr Simon Boag, Chief Executive Officer, South East Trawl Fishing Industry Association, Public
Hearing, Lakes Entrance, 13 December 2011.
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people. The most obvious advantage is the relatively low start‐up costs to enter
aquaculture.
4.30

Ms Savage told the Committee that a young person would need a minimum of
$300,00 to start an aquaculture business – a large amount of money but much
less than the millions needed in other fields. Another advantage is that a small
fish farm does not require a lot of land, with some even being operated in
Melbourne.31

Government financial assistance
“We need to make the financial outlay more accessible while at the
same time managing the risk.” Mr James Clark, Leongatha.
4.31

The Committee was not surprised to learn that making financial assistance
easier and removing or lowering stamp duty or interest rates is always popular.
However, witnesses did not unreservedly call for government to increase
financial assistance to the agricultural sector. The Committee was also
cautioned that reducing costs generally leads to market distortion and can also
encourage entry from young people without the requisite farming and business
skills needed to survive in modern agriculture. (Both farming skills and business
management skills are discussed in Chapter 5.)

4.32 Financial support provided by the Victorian Government, much of it through the
Rural Finance Corporation, includes:




31

32
33

34

Young Farmers Duty Concession: a stamp duty exemption detailed in the
State Budget 2011–2012 under Assistance for Young Farmers. This is a total
exemption up to $300,000 and then gradually phased out up to $400,000.
Purchases over this amount receive no stamp duty discount. The assistance
is available for first time purchases of land.32 The State Budget 2012–13
Statement of Finances includes ‘Land transfer duty concession for farmers
under 35 years’ at Table 5.2.33
Young Farmers First Farm Grant: Grants of up to $3,000 will be provided to
prepare a business plan for a new farm or redevelopment of an existing
farm. Following completion of the plan, additional capital grants of up to
$7,000 will be available for fixed farm infrastructure, equipment,
machinery, earth works or building costs that are recommended in the
business plan.34

Ms Jennifer Savage, Owner, Savage Fishing Pty Ltd, Public Hearing, Shepparton, 3 November
2011.
For more information and eligibility criteria see: www.sro.vic.gov.au.
Victorian Budget, ‘2012–13 Statement of Finances (incorporating Quarterly Financial Report No.
3)’, Budget Paper No. 5.
Further information see: www.rdv.vic.gov.au/business‐and‐industry‐programs/industries‐for‐
today‐and‐tomorrow/first‐farm‐grant.
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Young Farmers Finance Scheme: The scheme is administered by Rural
Finance.35 Loans are available under two categories: i) To purchase
livestock and equipment to enable young farmers to fulfil contracting,
leasing or sharefarming arrangements. Loans are repayable over a term of
up to eight years, with a concessional interest rate of 2% below normal
corporation rates for the initial three years; ii) To purchase land ‐ loans are
available to assist with the purchase of a first farm, or extension to an
existing property.

4.33

In 2010/11, the main demand for Young Farmer Finance came from existing
family farmers in the broadacre cropping industry seeking to expand their
holdings to accommodate the next generation (34 loans totalling $6.32 million).
Over that time 21 loans totalling $4.27 million were provided to the dairy
industry and another 20 loans totalling $4.15 million were spread across other
industries.36

4.34

These programs are generally well received and usually accompanied by a call
for the government to ‘do more’. For example, stamp duty has long been a
cause of dissatisfaction, as Mr Andrew Broad displayed:
…when I was 22 and had saved up $20,000, I purchased my first farm. I
went to the bank and was able to secure a loan of $400,000. The stamp
duty was $18,700, so everything that I earned for those four years went in
stamp duty. Thus, I got annoyed and now have finished up in agripolitics. If
it had not been for the government taxing me, you would not have me
here as the VFF president, and that might have been a good thing—I do not
know.37

4.35

Other views on the stamp duty exemption include:






35

36
37

38

39

40

41

Stamp duty is an impediment to young farmers38
Land prices mean it is too low to be of assistance in most of the state39
The government support is good but the process too bureaucratic40
The exemption should cover the first $400,000 of any land purchase41
Stamp duty should be removed altogether.42

Guidelines and Eligibility criteria can be located on the Rural Finance website:
www.ruralfinance.com.au.
Rural Finance, Young Farmers’ Finance Council Annual Report 2011, Rural Finance, Bendigo 2011.
Mr Andrew Broad, President, Victorian Farmers Federation, Public Hearing, Melbourne, 24
October 2011.
Mr Doug James, Farmer, Bungeet, Public Hearing, Beechworth, 4 August 2011; Ms Lisa Dwyer,
Dairy Farmer and Board Member, WestVic Dairy, Public Hearing, Timboon, 18 October 2011.
Ms Amity Dunstan, Grain Grower, Telangatuk East, Public Hearing, Horsham, 23 August 2011; Mr
Jack Tucker, Farmer, Maroona, Public Hearing, Dunkeld, 17 October 2011.
Mr Shane Zammit, Student, School of Food, Land and Service Industries, University of Ballarat,
Public Hearing, Ballarat, 24 August 2011.
Mr Dale Scott, District Council President, United Dairy Farmers Victoria, Public Hearing, Nambrok,
20 September 2011; Mr Chris Walsh, Director, Access Farming Pty Ltd, Public Hearing, Dunkeld,
17 October 2011.
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4.36

The Committee also heard positive feedback about the Young Farmers Finance
scheme, in particular the two per cent interest rate discount. Ms Lisa Dwyer
said that the interest rate subsidy her and her husband received when buying
their dairy farm had made “…a huge difference”.43 Ms Dwyer and her husband
also drew on a share portfolio and property investment as part of their finance.

4.37

In the submission received from Pembroke Rural, Ms Karen Baum states that
the Young Farmers Finance Scheme had been particularly valuable to her and
her husband when they began farming. According to Ms Baum: ‘It is that initial
leg‐up that is the hardest; once you’ve taken that step it becomes so much
easier from there.’44

4.38

Ms Sarah Parker credited the scheme for being simple to understand. She
added that it actually attracts young farmers from interstate and overseas to
Victoria and that the discounted rate “gets them just across the line” with their
financial commitments.45

4.39

In November 2010, the state government increased the amount of funding
available for the Young Farmer Finance Scheme by 50 per cent, so that the
annual lending available for 2011/12 was increased from $15 million to $22.5
million.46 Mr Dale Scott welcomed the increased budget allocated by the state
government for the Young Farmers Finance Scheme. However, he told the
Committee that the criteria for the scheme are “too narrow” and are
preventing a greater number of young farmers from taking advantage of the
scheme.47

4.40

Mr Bruce Allen raised the issue of interest rates for agriculture businesses
currently being higher than those for residential property.48 Ms Julia Schlapp
also raised this issue, adding that banks require a bigger deposit from farm
businesses than for residential property and that soldier settlement farmers
benefited from rates of two per cent for the life of the loan. This low interest
rate allowed them to use their profits to develop their businesses and service
their debts:
Agribusiness interest rates at the moment are at 8.7 per cent, so young
farmers are having to pay 8.7 per cent to buy productive land. When you
compare that with land that is for housing, people are paying only 7 per

42

43

44
45

46
47

48

Mr Ben Reeve, Recruitment Manager, Mike Stephens and Associates, Public Hearing, Ballarat, 24
August 2011.
Ms Lisa Dwyer, Dairy Farmer and Board Member, WestVic Dairy, Public Hearing, Timboon, 18
October 2011.
Pembroke Rural Dairy Industry Consultants, Submission, Number 34, 5 August 2011.
Ms Sarah Parker, Chief Executive Officer, Murray Dairy, Public Hearing, Shepparton, 3 November
2011.
Rural Finance, Young Farmers’ Finance Council Annual Report 2011, Rural Finance, Bendigo 2011.
Mr Dale Scott, District Council President, United Dairy Farmers Victoria, Public Hearing, Nambrok,
20 September 2011.
Mr Bruce Allen, Beef Farmer, Allenoch Pty Ltd, Public Hearing, Dunkeld, 17 October 2011.
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cent, so already they are paying a 1.7 per cent difference. To pay $500,000
for a house in the city is quite non‐productive.49
4.41

Both Ms Schlapp and Mr Andrew Saunders50 also spoke about the benefits of
farmers having fixed interest rates for the whole loan term. These include
security and an improved ability to invest in capital and other methods of
increasing production. However, such advantages may now forever be
associated only with the soldier settlements of the past.

4.42

While comparing interest rates is not necessarily instructive – just because a
business rate is higher than a residential rate does not necessarily make it
unaffordable – it does provide an insight into an economy’s priorities. (The role
of government is discussed further in Chapter 13.)

4.43 At the Rural and Regional Committee Youth Forum a suggestion was made to ask
the state government to increase the ceiling for stamp duty concession:
Youth Forum Recommendation 9
That the state government, acknowledging that the money budgeted to the
stamp duty concession has not been fully allocated, increase the ceiling for
stamp duty concession.
4.44 The Committee believes that it is important to ensure the availability of a full
picture of what current programs offer, who takes them up and whether they
are successful:

Recommendation 16
That the state government review the take‐up of current programs that provide
support for young farmers through:




Stamp duty exemption through the Assistance to Young Farmers program
Young Farmers First Farm Grant
Young Farmers Finance Scheme.

The purpose of the review would be to determine whether these programs should be
expanded or include other elements. For example:




49

50

Further tax breaks for land purchase
Cow leasing or
Sharefarming.

Ms Julia Schlapp, Research Project Officer, RMIT University, Hamilton, Public Hearing, Dunkeld, 17
October 2011.
Mr Andrew Saunders, Board Member and Director, Wimmera Development Association, Public
Hearing, Horsham, 23 August 2011.
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Snapshot: Lisa Dwyer, Timboon
Lisa Dwyer is a dairy farmer from the Timboon area and board member of WestVic
Dairy. Lisa and her husband spoke to the Committee about how her and her husband
had started in dairy with a small amount of savings and money borrowed from Rural
Finance Corporation with the young farmers interest rate subsidy. The Dwyers have
been building their business through a lot of hard work, as Lisa told the Committee:
Basically, we had to beg and borrow — we did not steal — just to get a start. It is
amazing, though, what hard work and absolute determination will achieve…We think
there is enormous opportunity within agriculture and we also believe it is a wonderful
avenue through which we can create a future for ourselves.
Lisa is concerned that agriculture’s place in rural communities is not fully recognised.

Other government assistance
4.45 The Committee heard suggestions from witnesses involved in corporate farming
who believe that the state government could get involved in purchasing land
for young farmers to work on.
4.46 One alternative method of financial assistance was suggested by Mr Shawn
Butters, Director for Kilter financial group. Mr Butters’ idea involved the state
government working in partnership with investment groups owning large land
holdings. Both the state government and the investment groups would identify
young people with the potential for farm ownership and offer them a small
amount of land to manage, in the form of a portion of a large enterprise. As the
young people prove themselves adept at farming, the size of the land under
their control would continue to grow, eventually reaching a point where the
amount of land would be large enough to prove a viable proposition. At this
point the young farmer would be assisted in purchasing that property.51
4.47 Although this idea remains undeveloped with many questions unanswered, it
would seem that requiring young farmers to display some level of success
before receiving any financial assistance has two advantages. Firstly, the state
government would be confident that this assistance would prove worthwhile
and show a long‐term success rate. Similarly, the risk to the now experienced
young farmers themselves (such as mixing a large amount of debt with little
experience) would be reduced.
4.48 As can be expected, witnesses were shy about praising commercial banks.
Farmers, like the rest of the community, believe banks do not understand their
industry.52 However, Mr Mike Carroll drew on his experience at NAB and Rural
Finance to explain that banks walk a tightrope between helping young people
51
52

Mr Shawn Butters, Director, Kilter Pty Ltd, Public Hearing, Swan Hill, 21 July 2011.
Mr Matt Glowrey, Dairy Farmer, Glowrey Dairy Farm, Public Hearing, Swan Hill, 21 July 2011; Mr
James Clark, Coordinator, South Gippsland Agribusiness Professionals, Public Hearing, Leongatha,
21 September 2011; Ms Joanne Theodore, Sharefarmer, Princetown, Public Hearing, Timboon, 18
October 2011.
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get a start in agriculture and overburdening them with debt that may “cripple
them for the rest of their lives”:
There are examples that I have seen in both my NAB and Rural Finance
days, where you think, 'This is a lot of debt for what this young person is
trying to achieve,' and I think the most important thing there is that you
have experienced specialist agribusiness bankers that really understand
the farming situation and the dynamics, who can sit down with that young
farmer and make sure that he has run the numbers and done the 'what ifs'
around a drop in commodity prices, a bad run of seasons and that sort of
thing.53
4.49 Mr Carroll told the Committee that he had noticed views on ownership slowly
evolving to become more accepting of alternative options. In his experience at
the Rural Finance Corporation, Mr Carroll said that young people in dairy access
funds to begin sharefarming, while young people in grains look for financial
assistance to purchase high tech machinery for use on their own farm as well as
contracting work on other land.54 Both sharefarming and contracting are
discussed below.
4.50 It was Mr Carroll’s belief that banks with agribusiness divisions do not create
more demanding requirements for young people in agriculture. Rather they
perform a specific risk assessment around the debt level of each individual
case.
4.51 Mr Carroll added that Rural Finance is currently considering ways it can channel
institutional funds invested in agriculture to create career opportunities for
young farmers facing financial barriers to owning land or starting a business. As
with leasing, it was suggested that the Australian market has a less mature
approach to the use of institutional investment than that found in overseas
markets such as Europe and North America. Leasing is discussed further below.
(In its submission Rural Finance also discusses its idea for a ‘Young Farmer
Investment Scheme’, similar to that of Mr Butters’ discussed above.55)
4.52 Finally, in Timboon, Mr Frank Ryan provided a rare quinella in being positive
about both banks and farming in general:
I reckon the industry is booming and everything is good…Banks have
changed completely. We all go crook about the banks, but the facilities in
the banks today, with young people wanting to get on, are marvellous. We
hear too much doom and gloom for my liking.56
4.53 At the Rural and Regional Committee’s Youth Forum the Committee heard from
young people about the valuable role that banks play:

53

54
55
56

Mr Michael Carroll, Director, Meat and Livestock Australia, Public Hearing, Melbourne, 24
October 2011.
Ibid.
Rural Finance, Submission, Number 30, 5 August 2011.
Mr Frank Ryan, Dairy Farmer, Timboon, Public Hearing, Timboon, 18 October 2011.
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Youth Forum Recommendation 10
That the state government instruct Rural Finance to act in a brokerage role
between farmers and commercial banks.
The Committee has taken up this suggestion and recommended:

Recommendation 17
That the state government undertake evaluation of innovative lending schemes and
farm finance products designed to support young farmers in particular as well as new
entrants to the industry. For example:
 Equity partnerships that facilitate progress towards farm ownership
 Vendor finance models that allow for equity contributions (cows, machinery etc) to
be combined with bank loans and external investment and that include tax breaks
 Brokerage arrangements to facilitate lease agreements and which provide
incentives to farmers seeking retirement to lease their land by taxing rental
payments at lower rates.

Off-farm income
“The only way that you can get into farming today or stay in farming, I
believe, is you marry a nurse or a schoolteacher.”
Mr John Smallman, Leongatha.
4.54 Off‐farm income is important for two reasons: steady income for the farming
family; and lifestyle satisfaction for partners (also discussed in Chapter 12).57
4.55 Off‐farm employment continues to be a regular source of income for the
farming sector. The importance of the public sector to farming businesses is
clear as evidenced by Ms Celia Tucker, who has been employed by both state
government and local government. Ms Tucker works as a sustainability officer
for the local council: “Working off farm allows me not only to pursue my career
as Jack’s spouse but also to help Jack and I to get ahead financially as it
provides off‐farm income.”58
4.56 So, working off‐farm can be a way for a spouse to pursue their own career or
contribute financially to the farm. A selection of examples of evidence heard by
the Committee illustrates both the positives and negatives of this type of work.
57

58

Ms Kerry Anderson, Projects Manager, Loddon Murray Community Leadership Program Inc, Public
Hearing, Bendigo 23 June 2011; Mr Kevin Sharman, Farm Manager, National Centre for
Sustainability, Sunraysia Institute of TAFE, Public Hearing, Mildura, 20 July 2011; The Potter Rural
Community Research Network, RMIT University, Submission, Number 33, 5 August 2011; Ashley
Park Farm Pty Ltd, Submission, Number 56, 15 August 2011; Agribusiness Gippsland, Submission,
Number 64, 15 September 2011; Buloke Shire Council, Submission, Number 65, 16 September
2011; Towong Shire Council, Submission, Number 66, 16 September 2011; Victorian Government,
Submission, Number 70, 31 October 2011.
Ms Celia Tucker, Farmer, Maroona, Public Hearing, Dunkeld, 17 October 2011.

Rural and Regional Committee

Page 105

Inquiry into the Capacity of the Farming Sector to Attract and Retain Young Farmers
and Respond to an Ageing Workforce

4.57 In Beechworth, Mr Greg Laidlaw from Moira Shire Council talked about how
difficult it is for those farmers who have to work off farm as well as keeping
their farm business going: “…what they were doing was working 40 hours or 38
hours off‐farm and then coming back and still trying to do the same thing on‐
farm”.59
4.58 Ms Pat Moran said that many rural women have to combine working full‐time
off the farm with nurturing and supporting their families in order to keep the
family farm going.60 Working off farm is not necessarily new to farm spouses.
Ms Norma Sutherland described how she worked as a nurse for 30 years, the
income from which helped her family expand their farm.61
4.59 Mr Andrew Saunders works as the General Manager of grain company JK
Milling, as well as running the family farm, partly because it provides a regular
income.62 Mr Adrian Weston mentioned both he and his wife worked off farm
to help the family farm survive the recent drought.63
4.60 Of the ten farming families Wilkinson interviewed for his study, eight families
relied on off‐farm work, often in addition to their on‐farm work.64
4.61 The Central Highlands Agribusiness Forum’s ‘Primary Producer Skills Audit and
Framework 2007’ found that more than half of respondents to its survey have
family members employed off farm. Supplementing farm income was the main
reason cited for off‐farm work, but personal satisfaction was also important.
For men, contracting was the most common form of off‐farm employment;
women mostly worked in offices, nursing and banking:
Indeed, rural sociologists have talked about a re‐definition of the concept
of a ‘farmer’ from someone working full‐time on the land to someone with
a broader identity that includes salaried work or an off‐farm business.65
4.62 Gray uses the term ‘pluriactivity’ to discuss off‐farm employment for farmers.66
He in turn quotes Neil Barr from 2004, who notes that in the 2001 Census nine
per cent of respondents listed farming as their occupation but said that their
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Mr Greg Laidlaw, Rural and Workforce Development Officer, Shire of Moira, Public Hearing,
Beechworth, 4 August 2011. (Also discussed in Moira Shire Council, Submission, Number 61, 6
September 2011.)
Ms Patricia Moran, National Advisor and Secretary, National Council of Women of Victoria,
Goulburn Valley Branch, Public Hearing, Shepparton, 3 November 2011.
Ms Norma Sutherland, Grain Property Owner, Shepparton, Public Hearing, Shepparton, 3
November 2011.
Mr Andrew Saunders, Board Member and Director, Wimmera Development Association, Public
Hearing, Horsham, 23 August 2011.
Mr Adrian Weston, Member, Campaspe Concerned Citizens, Public Hearing, Shepparton, 3
November 2011.
Wilkinson R, ‘Leaving farming: the experiences of some northern Victorian families’, Department
of Primary Industries Working Paper, January 2010.
Central Highlands Agribusiness Forum, Submission, Number 20, 5 August 2011.
Gray I, ‘What are the factors affecting the ability of agriculture to attract and retain young
people? A review of the research literature prepared for the Department of Primary Industries,
Victoria’, September 2011.
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main tasks were not agriculture. In other words, although they consider
themselves to be farmers, farming is not their main form of employment.67
4.63 Mr Ian Campbell from Wellington Shire Council discussed the Rural Skills
Connection program run from 2008–2010. Mr Campbell said that the program
started with the aim of providing people with training and skills needed to get
employment in other sectors and leave unprofitable farms. Instead, it helped
people stay on farms because “…they then had the income to pay the banks,
pay the bills and continue farming, albeit in a slightly changed way”.68
4.64 Ms Savage’s husband works off farm in a tip‐truck business, part of diversifying
their income stream: “The primary reason my husband works off the farm is
that he is more valuable to our family earning off farm than he is on farm.”69
4.65 This is explained by Barr in terms of ‘consumption value’; that is, money earned
off farm has more consumption value than money earned on the farm. This is
because it requires less investment to maintain or grow off‐farm income and
off‐farm salaries, which are not subject to the decline in the terms of trade,
generally rise in line with salaries throughout the whole economy.70
4.66 Off‐farm income can also be used to finance land purchases. Ms Susan Brunskill
suggested that young people could take their skills, in particular knowledge of
machinery, to the highly paid mining sector as a way of earning enough money
to buy their own land.71 This would, of course, temporarily deprive the
agricultural sector of the young people this Inquiry is trying to attract but
would see them well set up to return to farming later in life.
4.67 While there is evidence that this approach is beginning to become a factor in
agriculture, it is still more common for young people to work within the sector
as a way of raising money to purchase a farm. This was the case with Mr Doug
James, who went shearing for 20 years before buying his farm72 (a process
described by Moorabool Shire Council as ‘…an incremental shift towards
agriculture…’73) and Ms Bussell and her husband as mentioned at 4.16.
4.68 It is important to acknowledge that the start‐up costs involved in ownership in
agriculture, although a barrier, should not be seen as an insurmountable
barrier. While many in farming present this problem as an either/or situation –
young people either get straight into farming or they do something else – there
is this third option, that of working for a number of years to save the money
they need.
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Barr N, The Micro‐Dynamics of Change in Australian Agriculture 1976–2001, Australian Bureau of
Statistics, Canberra 2004.
Mr Ian Campbell, Senior Economic Development Officer, Wellington Shire Council, Public Hearing,
Nambrok, 20 September 2011.
Ms Jennifer Savage, Owner, Savage Fishing Pty Ltd, Public Hearing, Shepparton, 3 November
2011.
Barr N, ‘Thinking about young farmers’, Paper presented to the Committee, Bendigo, 23 June
2011.
Ms Susan Brunskill, Teacher, National Environment Centre, TAFE NSW Riverina Institute, Public
Hearing, Beechworth, 4 August 2011.
Mr Doug James, Farmer, Bungeet, Public Hearing, Beechworth, 4 August 2011.
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4.69 However, as James and Lucie Peddie pointed out, the decision to start saving
would best be made at a relatively young age.74 It is generally not a decision
that can be made in someone’s 30s, unless they are considering sharefarming
or leasing (as discussed below). Further, Ms Joanne Theodore argued that in
fact most people only make a serious career commitment when they are well
into their 30s.75 This is relevant keeping in mind the extra years many young
people now spend in formal education and travelling before committing to a
career.
4.70 Off‐farm income can also take the form of investments. Mr James told the
Committee that he has several investment properties, to compensate for small
margins in his prime lamb production and cropping business. These properties
act as a form of off‐farm investment that he plans to use as retirement
income.76
4.71 In Mansfield, Mr Don Howie mentioned that his parents had sold some of their
land and put the money into a superannuation fund for their retirement. Mr
Howie’s wife works off farm, in her case in the ski industry: “Without that
support it would be fairly difficult to do anything.”77
4.72 As was pointed out to the Committee, modern families often rely on both
partners’ income.78 In farming, it can be difficult if both partners are working at
more than one job.
4.73

A key finding of the Committee is that many farms still rely heavily on off‐farm
income.

Leasing
“In Australia, we work very much on the model that you must own the
land that you farm.” Dr Kristy Howard, Beechworth.
“I think it is a very Australian part of our culture that people would like
to own their own farm.” Mr Dom Baxter, Bendigo.
“The view is slowly evolving that you actually do not need to own the
land to be a professional farmer.” Mr Mike Carroll, Melbourne.
4.74 For this discussion on leasing, the Committee relied on evidence from expert
witnesses, the Victorian Government submission79 and information in the Rural
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Mr James Peddie, Prime Lamb Producer, Yalunga, Public Hearing, Dunkeld, 17 October 2011; Mr
Lucie Peddie, Prime Lamb Producer, Yalunga, Public Hearing, Dunkeld, 17 October 2011.
Ms Joanne Theodore, Sharefarmer, Princetown, Public Hearing, Timboon, 18 October 2011.
Mr Doug James, Farmer, Bungeet, Public Hearing, Beechworth, 4 August 2011.
Mr Don Howie, Partner, DW Howie and Son / Secretary, Mansfield Victorian Farmers Federation,
Public Hearing, Mansfield, 5 August 2011.
Ms Julia Schlapp, Research Project Officer, RMIT University, Hamilton, Public Hearing, Dunkeld, 17
October 2011.
Victorian Government, Submission, Number 70, 31 October 2011.
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Industries Research and Development Corporation publication, Successful Land
Leasing in Australia: A guide for farmers and their advisors.80
4.75

The Victorian Farmers Federation provides a brief discussion of the different
models of farm business in its submission:







Sharefarming
Leasing
Managed investment schemes81
Equity ownership
Farm co‐operatives
Family‐owned farms.82

4.76 A farm lease is a contract between a tenant and a landowner. It allows the
tenant (‘lessee’) to rent land from the owner (‘lessor’) for a fixed period of
time. Rent is determined per hectare / acre of the farm as a whole and is paid
periodically.
4.77 Leasing provides an alternative to land ownership. As Mr Mike Stephens said in
Ballarat: “…landowners do not have to farm; and farmers do not have to own
land”.83
4.78 It was put to the Committee that leasing will become increasingly common as
corporate ownership of farming land increases. Many view this in a positive
light, arguing that leasing has actually always played a role in Australian
farming. Leasing was also considered a relatively safe opportunity for young
people to gain experience and an entry into farming84 and for more
experienced farmers to increase efficiencies of scale without the expense of
purchasing more land.85

80

81

82
83

84

85

Rural Industries Research and Development Corporation, Successful Land Leasing in Australia: A
guide for farmers and their advisors, Rural Industries Research and Development Corporation,
Canberra 2003.
In Barr N, The House on the Hill: The transformation of Australia’s farming communities, Halstead,
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4.79 Anecdotally, leasing seems to be becoming increasingly common across
Victoria, as was discussed with the Committee by Minister Walsh.86 Examples
of this abound:






Mr Lawrence Richmond owns 5,000 acres of land and is also leasing a
further 7,500 acres87
Ms Amity Dunstan is also leasing land as part of her enterprise, because it
is cheaper than buying land and suits her business model88
Mr Anthony Chapman is leasing out his family’s farm to another family
from the St Arnaud region, partly because the drought made it hard for the
Chapmans’ business to stay viable89
The Committee also heard from Mr Chris Stoney, the Managing Director of
Minto Pastoral Company, a large family‐owned sheep and cattle company
which combines leased property with its own land across Victoria and New
South Wales.90

4.80 According to Mr Tony Shirley it is common for land to be sold in portions to
surrounding farms, thereby increasing their size and viability.91 Frequently,
farmers remain in their homes and continue farming through a leasing
arrangement. Mr Mark Hooper, for example, is currently leasing land from his
neighbour at $40 per acre, while his neighbour remains living on the farm.92
4.81 And as is the case with Mr Chapman, smaller farmers operating unviable farms
may also consider leasing their land to larger operators.93
4.82 Sher Wagyu was another business farming a mixture of owned and leased land,
with Mr Nick Sher arguing that leasing can bring new farming practices to an
area. Mr Sher did sound a note of warning, however, arguing that farmers need
at least a year to really understand the land they are working. It was his view
that leasing in Victoria is dominated by short‐term leases which are not
conducive to building such knowledge.94
4.83 This warning was echoed by the DPI’s Mr Nick Gowans, who stated that if
agriculture becomes dominated by short‐term leasing, knowledge of the land
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The Hon Peter Walsh MP, Minister for Agriculture and Food Security, Minister for Water, Victoria
Government, Public Hearing, Melbourne, 5 December 2011.
Mr Lawrence Richmond, Board Member, Central Highlands Agribusiness Forum, Public Hearing,
Ballarat, 24 August 2011.
Ms Amity Dunstan, Grain Grower, Telangatuk East, Public Hearing, Horsham, 23 August 2011.
Mr Anthony Chapman, Seeds Manager, Wimmera Grain Company, Public Hearing, Horsham, 23
August 2011.
Mr Chris Stoney, Managing Director, Fox Ag, Public Hearing, Mansfield, 5 August 2011.
Mr Tony Shirley, Rural Financial Counsellor, Goulburn Murray Hume Agcare Ltd, Public Hearing,
Beechworth, 4 August 2011.
Mr Mark Hooper, Farmer, Alpine Dorpers, Public Hearing, Beechworth, 4 August 2011.
Rural Industries Research and Development Corporation, Successful Land Leasing in Australia: A
guide for farmers and their advisors, Rural Industries Research and Development Corporation,
Canberra 2003.
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and the instincts that farmers gain from working an area over time will be
lost.95
4.84 Mr Stephens, too, criticised the leasing market in Victoria at the moment as an
immature one “…sitting there in some sort of Gaga Land”.96 This is because
short‐term / maximum profit motives dominate the thinking of some land
owners, causing short‐term land management practices.97
4.85 Mr Chris Draffin added that short‐term leasing fails to offer the level of security
that young farmers need when beginning their career in agriculture.98
4.86 Mr Peter Schwarz said that leasing is more common in Western Australia than
in Victoria, although it is growing in popularity in this state. He added that
leasing in Victoria would be improved by the wider availability of long‐term
tenure agreements, which would provide both stability and an assurance that
the lessee would reap the benefits of any improvement made to the land and
the farm’s productivity.99
4.87 Another potential disadvantage of leasing is that it imposes a fixed financial
commitment on a farmer for the duration of the lease.100 This can obviously be
problematic should, for example, commodity prices fall dramatically. However,
should commodity prices rise the fixed financial commitment is less of a
problem. Obviously, then, young farmers must be well educated about the
positives and negatives of leasing, and carry out due financial diligence, before
entering into a leasing agreement.
4.88 The Committee notes that the dairy industry is working in conjunction with the
state government to develop and promote innovative leasing models. Mr
Patten Bridge described a current project that Murray Goulburn Co‐operative is
working on collaboratively with others:
Mr BRIDGE — We have some fantastic models. In one of our lease
agreements the lessee is actually funding the building of the new dairy on
the farm and taking the capital expense of funding that dairy on the basis
of a 10‐year agreement. So there are some really contemporary exciting
things happening around some of those shifts, and part of our job I think is
to bring our experience into looking at those, making sure they are fair,
transparent and reasonable, and shining some light on it.
Mr HOWARD — And who is organising the light shining?
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Mr Nick Gowans, Water and Climate Adaptation Officer, Department of Primary Industries, Public
Hearing, Ballan, 24 August 2011.
Mr Mike Stephens, Managing Director, Mike Stephens and Associates, Public Hearing, Ballart, 24
August 2011.
Rural Industries Research and Development Corporation, Successful Land Leasing in Australia: A
guide for farmers and their advisors, Rural Industries Research and Development Corporation,
Canberra 2003.
Mr Chris Draffin, Student, School of Food, Land and Service Industries, University of Ballarat,
Public Hearing, Ballarat, 24 August 2011.
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Corporation, Public Hearing, Shepparton, 3 November 2011.
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Mr BRIDGE — That is what this project is about. It is a collaboration. Local
government has put some strong support into it; Regional Victoria has put
some initial support into it, DPI, Murray Goulburn, the dairy factories, Dairy
Australia, through the People in Dairy program, are collectively coming
together, and using this as a bit of a case study.101
4.89 It was Mr Stephens’ view that Australians’ aversion to leasing land is partly a
result of our history; that is, the Irish and British who settled here in the 18th
and 19th Centuries wanted to avoid the problems of inequity and poverty
intrinsic to tenant farms in their homelands.102 Yet with farm sizes growing it
seems clear that leasing will undoubtedly form an increasingly important part
of agriculture in Victoria. This is the case in the United Kingdom and United
States of America, where leasing is generally at a more mature stage than in
Australia.103
4.90 Mr Hooper has also experienced different approaches to leasing found overseas
and thinks that leasing, or tenant farming, is a suitable way for young people to
begin their agricultural careers.104
4.91 Mr Schwarz did not think that the government has a role to play in influencing
the agricultural leasing market, stating: “I think the farming industry has to be
market driven.”105
4.92 However, considering the evidence heard throughout this Inquiry on the
current ‘immature’ state of leasing in Victoria, the state government may wish
to consider the benefits of providing courses or promotional campaigns on the
topic of leasing. Mr Stephens also argued that the state government has a role
in promoting the advantages of long‐term leasing models in agriculture in
Victoria.106
4.93 It should be noted, though, that where land prices are high due to pressures
from amenity farming or property development, agricultural leases will not
work if they are based on return to capital of the market price of the land. This
is because agriculture’s terms of trade are determined by the lower returns
earned by working the land.107
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Sharefarming
4.94 Sharefarming occurs when a farm owner and another farmer (the
‘sharefarmer’) operate a business together but without forming a legal
partnership or company.108 Any profits are then shared between the two
parties in agreed proportions.109
4.95 It is seen as a good entry point for young farmers as it is a reliable method of
building assets and capital while sharing risk110 and in the dairy industry profits
are possible with smaller herds than, for example, beef and veal production.111
4.96 Mr Broad presented what he called a standard UK sharefarm arrangement to
the Committee:
There are institutional landholders that see themselves as institutional
landholders. So the banks play a role in this. You will see an example where
a bank will work as an overdraft facility and will facilitate the partnership.
So you have a landholder over here and you then have a young farmer over
there. When the farmer goes to buy a tractor and do some work on this
farm, the moment he hits that key he will be getting paid a contracting
rate. It will be below what the standard rate is, but he is actually deriving
an income from the moment he hits the key and ploughs the paddock, for
example. Then when it comes time to seed the crop, the overdraft pays for
that. The overdraft also pays a token peppercorn rate to the landowner.
The fertiliser and the seed come out of the overdraft account. At the end
of it, when they harvest the crop, that then goes back to pay off the
overdraft and there is then a profit split and the bank will take a
management fee.112
4.97 Mr Broad added that the strength of such a model lies in the fact that banks act
as a neutral or third party body, overseeing the agreement.
4.98 Formal pathways to ownership do exist in Victoria through sharefarming
arrangements, especially in the dairy industry. Between 2007 and 2010, the
percentage of dairy farms in south‐west Victoria operating under a
sharefarming agreement increased from 15 per cent to 20 per cent. Over the
same time figures in Gippsland (26 per cent) and Northern Victoria (16 per
cent) stayed steady.113
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4.99 Dairy seems particularly suited to sharefarming, perhaps because of the way its
uniquely demanding nature (cows have to be milked twice a day, every day)
sees older farmers look to ease their workload. This helps create a chance for
mutual benefit: young farmers with energy need access to land and equipment;
older farmers with land and equipment need someone to make good use of
these.114
4.100 Wilkinson describes the process whereby older farmers reduce their workload
while retaining their identity as a farmer as ‘retirement in farming’.115
4.101 The Committee heard a lot of evidence on how young people in the dairy
industry can start small before building up their wealth. For example, Ms Karen
Baum, a dairy farmer from Trafalgar:
We started sharefarming in our own right, or being primary producers in
our own right, in 2004. I can remember this really well because when we
sat down with a farmer and consulted about the prospect of becoming
sharefarmers we had a net worth of negative $500…We were fortunate
enough to secure a sharefarming position with literally just a motorbike
and a tractor that a manufacturer kindly put on a lease‐purchase
arrangement for us…We still have that tractor today. It has been the
stepping stone to purchase other machinery and things like that…
We sharefarmed for about four or five years. Then we moved on to, I
guess, a bit of an equity partner arrangement with a previous employer of
ours where we took what cows we had accumulated in that first
sharefarming arrangement. Then about 12 months ago we moved back
into sharefarming again in our own right. We are now in the process of
building our herd up a little bit further. Currently we are milking 350 cows
at Trafalgar. We are on a 50‐50 sharefarming arrangement. On just some
quick sums last night, our net worth is now sitting around $700,000 to
$800,000. In this day and age, having come from negative $500 and get to
$800,000, we are quite happy with that.116
4.102 Joanne and Andrew Theodore started sharefarming in the dairy industry in
2004. They told the Committee that in that time they have turned a $32,000
loan into a net worth of around $1.2 million.117
4.103 If a young farmer wants to purchase land, then sharefarming can still involve
considerable expense, as explained by Damian Murphy:
Rural Finance has a Young Farmer Finance Scheme (discount interest rate)
financially supported by the state government but only lends 50 per cent of
the chopper value of the cow. This means if I purchase a cow @ $1,200 her
chopper value may be $600 so Rural Finance will lend $300 which leave me
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to find $900 per cow. If someone wants to progress from employee to
sharefarming but needs 120 cows that means 120 x $1,200 =$144,000 of
that $144,000 I can get finance of $36,000 so I need to have $108,000 in
cash. Some banks lend 50 per cent of market value but that would still
mean I need $72,000. The banks will justify this lending criteria by saying
that cows die and tractors don’t. I argue that tractors don’t have little
tractors each year and the tractor is a depreciating asset where my cow
numbers will grow over time.
If you look at land purchase this is where our industry becomes exclusive.
Around here if I want a 300 acre farm to milk 250 cows (250 acres to milk
off, 50 acres for calves and young stock) it will cost about $6,000 an acre.
$6,000 x 300 acres = 1.8 million. Even if I own all of my 250 cows
($300,000), 50 Rising two year olds ($50,000) and 50 calves ($30,000)
tractor ($80,000) and machinery ($60,000) Asset value of $520,000 I will
still need another $630,000 to have 50 per cent equity in the total
business. Can it be done with less than 50 per cent equity? Yes but the risks
are much greater.118
4.104 Mr Murphy is a dairy farmer from Dumbalk North. He sharefarms with his
parents and has been on the farm since 2000. In that time he has progressed
from being paid wages, to having a 12.5 per cent share followed by a 33 per
cent share. He now has a 50 per cent share with plans to eventually own the
farm.119
4.105 The Committee notes this is a very good example of families passing on their
farm in an incremental way.
4.106 Sharefarming is also an important tool in maintaining the productivity levels on
dairy farms where older farmers want to spend less time on the farm.120
4.107 For the most part sharefarming was discussed in regard to the dairy industry.
(More information on sharefarming in the dairy industry is available at the
Dairy Australia website.121) However, the lessons learnt and the case studies
may be instructive for other industries.
4.108 In Shepparton, the Committee learnt about sharefarming in horticulture. Mr
Andrew Plunkett told the Committee that it is increasing in popularity, albeit
not yet to the extent seen overseas. Mr Plunkett suggested that sharefarming
in horticulture is in its infancy because the industry is only beginning the
process of change from its traditional family farm model to larger farms. (Farm
size is discussed in Chapter 8.)

118
119
120

121

Mr Damian Murphy, Submission, Number 48, 10 August 2011.
Ibid.
Professor John Martin, Director, Centre for Sustainable Regional Communities, La Trobe
University, Public Hearing, Bendigo, 23 June 2011.
The People in Dairy see: www.thepeopleindairy.org.au.

Rural and Regional Committee

Page 115

Inquiry into the Capacity of the Farming Sector to Attract and Retain Young Farmers
and Respond to an Ageing Workforce

4.109 Mr Plunkett’s farm is currently developing a sharefarming model because, as
he argued, it is a good way of retaining valuable staff, stating: “It is not
unreasonable for people to expect to work towards ownership.”122
4.110 Sharefarming options are also used to retain valued staff in the dairy
industry.123
4.111 The grains industry has traditionally seen pastoral family farm organisations
maintain ownership of all working capital.124 However, recently it has
welcomed sharefarming, according to Mr Schwarz, especially in states such as
Western Australia where farms are generally bigger than in Victoria.125
4.112 One advantage that sharefarming offers is the ability of young farmers to
gradually purchase a farm from the owner in increments, whether that person
is a parent or not.126 Ms Ellen Grinter, Secretary of Victorian Young Farmers,
said that she was aware of several families in the Shepparton region where the
children are gradually taking over the farm from their parents.127
4.113 Mr Weston also told the Committee that on return from Melbourne he and his
wife bought their farm incrementally, in their case from someone outside of
their family. According to Mr Weston the arrangement was mutually beneficial:
it made the purchase affordable to the Westons when buying the farm outright
was simply beyond their financial means; and it allowed the then owner to
retire gradually at a timing that suited him.128
4.114 Mr Weston added that an additional benefit of this arrangement was that the
Westons were able to draw on the owner’s “lifelong knowledge” of how best to
farm that land.129
4.115 Ms Alexandra Gartmann told the Committee about a ‘shared ownership’ model
in New Zealand, in which young farmers gradually acquire an increasing level of
ownership of a farm. She said: “…there is evidence to suggest that providing an
ownership share to young people to slowly acquire more and more of the asset
base results in better work performance and returns from the farm
business”.130
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4.116 It was pointed out to the Committee that tobacco farming in the Ovens Valley
started out in the 1950s through sharefarming.131 In its submission, Gippsland
Water shared its experience of sharefarming and argued that sharefarming
should be a feature of all agricultural industries.132

Snapshot: Jo and Andrew Theodore, Timboon
Jo and Andrew Theodore are dairy
sharefarmers at Princetown. Jo was born
and raised in Melbourne, while Andrew
grew up on a dairy farm near Colac. They
have made several changes to the farm they
milk on, including:
 Converting the out paddock back to
dairy
 Comprehensive soil testing the farm
 Subdividing paddocks
 Extending the track and yard.
The Theodores have built up their herd while working on‐farm (the farm infrastructure
was already there, as it had been a dairy farm before being used as the main out
paddock) and have turned a $320,000 loan (acquired with the backing of their
sharefarming partner) to a book value of $1.2 million. They believe that they must
excel at a broad range of skills to do well in farming, including: financial skills; herd and
pasture management; professional and personal skills; and scientific and reproductive
knowledge.
Commenting on sharefarming, Jo said:
It’s all about developing a strong working relationship and the ability to give and take.
Sharefarming works on this property because we are given the freedom to make our
own decisions.
The Theodores were awarded the 2008 Genetics Australia Sharefarmers of the Year
Award, for which they received semen to the value of $3,300 and 12 months’
membership to the Royal Agricultural Society of Victoria.
Since speaking with the Committee the Theodores have purchased their own farm.
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Ms Kerry Murphy, Executive Officer, Tobacco and Associated Farmers Cooperative, Public
Hearing, Beechworth, 4 August 2011.
Gippsland Water, Submission, Number 58, 16 August 2011.
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Pathways to ownership
4.117 Mr Mike Weise, Executive Officer at WestVic Dairy, told the Committee that
the variety of models available in dairy, including leasing, sharefarming and
shared equity partnerships, reflect the different circumstances and needs of
different businesses. He believes that the dairy industry could do more to
prepare people for using these models. Using sharefarming as an example, he
said that young people need advice on budgeting and farm owners can be
better prepared in their financial planning.133
4.118 WestVic Dairy is in fact currently working with Small Business Victoria to
develop products tailored specifically for the dairy industry, but Mr Weise
believes more needs to be provided to farmers, in the form of information and
support packages, before farmers can have the confidence and ability to take
full advantage of the suite of models available.
4.119 Mr Broad suggested that shared equity partnerships must only involve
appreciating assets such as land and not depreciating assets like machinery.134
On the other hand Mr Nigel McGuckian holds the view that machinery and
other depreciated assets can be included.135
4.120 In Shepparton, Ms Parker told the Committee about Murray Dairy’s ‘cluster
farm project’, which uses the model of shared equity partnerships as a way of
encouraging young people to enter the dairy industry while older farmers can
maintain their assets. According to Ms Parker, a cluster agreement can vary
anywhere between simple and complex:
A simple cluster might be the fact that I only own 150 acres. I can milk my
cows, but I need to source hay or a farm or I need to run my young stock
on agistment, so that is a simple contract where we are leasing land and
rearing our heifers on another farm. A complex cluster might be a young
farmer who owns a herd but does not have any other resources, so he goes
into business with someone who is established and who owns their assets
and machinery and the two have a sharefarming agreement or a lease
agreement. It could also involve two younger farmers or farmers of any
generation where you have a hay farmer and a dairy farmer and they
combine their resources, skills and expertise, enter into a partnership and
both draw relevant profit from that, or income depending on what they
entered the partnership with.136
4.121 Ms Parker added that Murray Dairy has also prepared a range of supporting
documents, to ensure young farmers are well informed before entering any
agreement:
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Mr Mike Weise, Executive Officer, WestVic Dairy, Public Hearing, Timboon, 18 October 2011.
Mr Andrew Broad, President, Victorian Farmers Federation, Public Hearing, Melbourne, 24
October 2011.
Mr Nigel McGuckian, Management Consultant, RMCG Consultants, Committee Workshop,
Melbourne, 15 August 2011.
Ms Sarah Parker, Chief Executive Officer, Murray Dairy, Public Hearing, Shepparton, 3 November
2011.
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…young farmers do not understand the importance of things like building
up an asset base or a credit rating. For some of them, even filling out a loan
application and knowing how to present themselves at the bank can be a
challenge, so we have done a little bit of work around that. We have also
done some work around the legalities, such as templates that they can use
and then take to their relevant advisers.137
4.122 In its submission to the Committee, the Mitta to Murray Landcare Network
states that along with family succession, other farming models are available to
young people, including sharefarming, leasing, land trusts and multiple
enterprises operating on the same land. It was thought by that group that the
role of government in these is threefold:




Education, promotion and facilitation
Legal assistance
Business development training.138

4.123 It is obviously difficult to put an exact figure on young people’s level of
understanding of different models. The fact that sharefarming is common in
the industry would suggest that knowledge of this model, at least, is fairly
widespread.
4.124 However, the need to promote all business models available to young people
remains strong. Ms Grinter lives in a strong dairy region and is aware of the
different models of ownership among her peers. Yet Ms Grinter was unaware
of sharefarming and the ways in which it offers a pathway to ownership for
young people.
4.125 At the Youth Forum the Committee heard that investigating new business
methods and financial support mechanisms is a valuable role for government:
Youth Forum Recommendation 11
That the state government in partnership with the federal government
investigate allowing self‐managed superannuation funds to be used to support
young farmers starting a business.

Recommendation 18
That the state government support and promote the establishment of a system that
matches young people wishing to enter farming with older farmers who are willing to
undertake collaborative business or employment ventures including mentoring
assistance on their property.
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138

Ibid.
Mitta to Murray Landcare Network, Submission, Number 67, 23 September 2011.
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Snapshot: James and Lucie Peddie, Dunkeld
James and Lucie Peddie are prime lamb producers
from the Penshurst area. They married in 1996 and
sharefarmed in the dairy industry for three years.
During this time Lucie worked off‐farm as a Dairy
Field Officer for Kraft Foods in the Port Campbell
area. They then leased a dairy farm, milking 320
cows for two years, by which time Lucie was
working full‐time on the dairy with James.
The Peddies sold their cows when the dairy
industry was deregulated in 2001. They then
managed and leased a sheep and cattle live export
feedlot in Portland for one year before buying their first grazing property, 1,000 acres
north of Hawkesdale. They sold that property after 18 months and purchased 1,300
acres north‐west of Penshurst while leasing additional country north of Camperdown
(a four year lease). They recently purchased an additional 520 acres south of Hamilton.
The Peddies run predominantly prime lambs assisted with fodder cropping to improve
pastures and finish lambs. They use contract labour for the shearing, lamb marking
and fencing on their properties. Lucie and James both hold a Bachelor of Applied
Science (Agriculture). They have two young children.

Employment options
4.126 While all discussion on business models clearly refers to business ownership it
should not be forgotten that it is possible for young people to have a rewarding
career in agriculture as an employee.
4.127 As noted, discussion on start‐up costs frequently assumes a definition of a
farmer as being someone who owns their own land. In fact, Mr Chris Walsh
told the Committee that when growing up he believed the only way to become
a farmer was to own land. Implicit in this statement was the belief that, as
discussed earlier in the section on start‐up costs, this would be very difficult to
achieve.139
4.128 The desire to own farming land is undoubtedly strong in agriculture, whether it
be the expectation of inheriting the family farm or the desire to buy a new
property.140 However, ownership of a farm is not the only way in which young
people can define themselves as farmers.141
139
140
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Mr Chris Walsh, Director, Access Farming Pty Ltd, Public Hearing, Dunkeld, 17 October 2011.
Mr Chris Draffin, Student, School of Food, Land and Service Industries, University of Ballarat,
Public Hearing, Ballarat, 24 August 2011; Ms Sarah Parker, Chief Executive Officer, Murray Dairy,
Public Hearing, Shepparton, 3 November 2011; Ms Alison Couston, Member, Campaspe
Concerned Citizens, Public Hearing, Shepparton, 3 November 2011.
The Hon Peter Walsh MP, Minister for Agriculture and Food Security, Minister for Water, Victoria
Government, Public Hearing, Melbourne, 5 December 2011; Central Highlands Agribusiness
Forum, Submission, Number 20, 5 August 2011.
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4.129 Mr Broad described this situation, the demand for owners and workers, as
agriculture’s “parallel markets”:142
Mr BROAD—There are really two parallel markets when you are talking
about the farming workforce, aren't there? There are those who have the
ambition to have farm ownership, and particularly for grains that will come
out of a family structure. It is possible to come from nothing to farm
ownership through dairy. Then you also have the parallel, 'Where do we
get the workers from for the farm sector?' Which are we trying to
concentrate on out of this inquiry? Are we trying to concentrate on both?
Mr DRUM—Both, yes.
4.130 Another source of income for young people is contracting – or what the state
government defines as ‘specialised and formally accredited forms of
expertise’.143 Highly skilled contracting work is a rewarding career for young
people who enjoy rural life but have no interest in – or are delaying – owning a
farm.144
4.131 Many farmers the Committee heard from are unable to provide year‐round
harvesting or cropping employment. Instead they use contractors to fill their
labour needs at peak times during the year.145
4.132 Ms Jo Bourke told the Committee that it is common in the Wimmera region for
young people to set themselves up as contractors.146 Examples of cropping
work listed in the Wimmera Development Association submission include
harvesting, spraying, hay making and animal husbandry.147 Mr Simon Tickner
added that in his opinion contracting offers good career opportunities for
young people in agriculture and is particularly appealing to those unable to buy
a large viable farm.148
4.133 Contracting work also seems to be a beneficiary of the ongoing structural
adjustment (as discussed in Chapter 8) occurring in the farming sector.149 Along
with the seasonal nature of agricultural work, the trend for bigger and bigger
enterprises is creating a demand for specialist services, heavily reliant on
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Mr Andrew Broad, President, Victorian Farmers Federation, Public Hearing, Melbourne, 24
October 2011.
Victorian Government, Submission, Number 70, 31 October 2011.
The Potter Rural Community Research Network, RMIT University, Submission, Number 33, 5
August 2011.
These included: Mr Ross Skinner, Chief Executive Officer, Almond Board of Australia, Public
Hearing, Mildura, 20 July 2011; Mr Mark Ritchie, Manager, Delatite Grazing Pty Ltd, Public
Hearing, Mansfield, 5 August 2011; Mr David Ritchie, General Manager, Delatite Winery, Public
Hearing, Mansfield, 5 August 2011; Mr Nathan Goonan, Chief Executive Officer, Warakirri Dairies,
Public Hearing, Melbourne 12 September 2011.
Ms Jo Bourke, Executive Director and Board Member, Wimmera Development Association, Public
Hearing, Horsham, 23 August 2011.
Wimmera Development Association, Submission, Number 37, 5 August 2011.
Mr Simon Tickner, Board Member, Wimmera Development Association, Public Hearing, Horsham,
23 August 2011.
Victorian Government, Submission, Number 70, 31 October 2011.
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complex and sophisticated technology and available on demand.150 In
Beechworth, Ms Claire Penniceard said that modern contracting is extremely
professional, highly skilled and offers rewarding work for young people:
The contractor who turns up to prepare the land is not the same one who
turns up to sow the crop, who is not the same one who comes to fertilise
it, to spray it, to harvest it or to bail the straw afterwards. They are
separate enterprises with their own skilled and qualified labour force, and
they turn up on the day, booked beforehand, with immaculately clean gear
and all the certificates about where they were working last, where they got
the gear cleaned, what they did with the wastewater and all that stuff.
Then they go in, do the job and move on. The grains industry sweeps from
Victoria to southern Western Australia and back again across the
calendar.151
4.134 Ms Penniceard told the Committee that contracting is a great way in which
young people can run their own profitable business, without the financial cost
of buying a large farm – thereby meeting another of farming’s biggest
drawcards, being your own boss. In other words, the concept of ‘ownership’
need not be tied solely to land.152
4.135 Mr James Clark is an example of a successful young farmer who makes his living
in the agricultural services industry. Mr Clark has been running a thriving
contracting business since the age of 16. While he may well be an exception – it
is unrealistic to expect all young people to start successful businesses at such
an age – Mr Clark does show what can be achieved in the sector without
owning land.153
4.136 Ms Carlie Harrington said that contracting is very common in the farming areas
around Ballarat. However, as with buying land, the Committee heard that the
significant cost of equipment such as headers and bailers – as much as
$300,000 – is leading some young people to spend time working in the mines
to raise enough money to begin a career as a contractor (echoing Ms Brunskill’s
comments above).154
4.137 The Committee also notes evidence from Mr Simon Tickner stating that in his
experience only those who currently own farms would be able to use
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SED Consulting, Workforce Development Plan for the Victorian Grains and Dairy Industries,
Victorian Government, Melbourne 2010.
Ms Claire Penniceard, Director and Owner, The Pig Pen Pty Ltd, Public Hearing, Beechworth, 4
August 2011.
Ibid.
Mr James Clark, Coordinator, South Gippsland Agribusiness Professionals, Public Hearing,
Leongatha, 21 September 2011.
Ms Carlie Harrington, President, Victorian Young Farmers, Public Hearing, Ballarat, 24 August
2011.
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contracting to finance land purchases.155 Ms Harrington confirmed that her
peers currently combine contracting work with work on the family farm.156
4.138 Even though farm ownership is becoming increasingly difficult – although
certainly not impossible, especially for young people from farming families
willing to investigate different business models – large farms run on corporate
business models (with many still family owned) also offer good career
opportunities for young people. For example, there is a growing demand for
farm managers and remuneration for these positions is very good.
4.139 As Mr Nathan Goonan told the Committee:
We provide an opportunity to farm at a level of scale and sophistication
that they might not have had the wherewithal to do themselves, so we are
giving people the ability to farm on bigger farms with better technology in
a safe environment…157
4.140 Mr Goonan added that he is noticing a change in attitude in Australian
agriculture, perhaps led by overseas workers. This is the acknowledgement that
managing a farm, with all the decision‐making, skill and responsibility inherit in
that position, is no longer seen as a second‐best option for young people.158
4.141 Gray argues that rural culture is undergoing a change away from viewing land
ownership as a sign of success, to a more ‘urbanised’ understanding of career
progression.159 The farming sector must promote the positive attributes of a
career in associated fields aside from direct ownership or management. As Ms
Gartmann pointed out, the agricultural sector will lose skills vital to its ongoing
strength if it neglects those potential employees who may never be able to
actually own a farm.160
4.142 The Committee heard that farm consolidation is seen by some in a negative
light as a barrier to farm ownership and by others in a positive light as an
opportunity for rewarding careers. (Changing farm sizes is discussed further in
Chapter 8; wages are discussed in Chapter 6.)
4.143 The Committee heard many times during this Inquiry that the agricultural
sector continues to change, evolve and develop. Certainly, historical models
will continue to have an influence, but these were predicated on very different
economic circumstances. The Committee recognises that economic forces have
changed and will continue to change farming models into the future.
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Mr Simon Tickner, Board Member, Wimmera Development Association, Public Hearing, Horsham,
23 August 2011.
Ms Carlie Harrington, President, Victorian Young Farmers, Public Hearing, Ballarat, 24 August
2011.
Mr Nathan Goonan, Chief Executive Officer, Warakirri Dairies, Public Hearing, Melbourne 12
September 2011.
Ibid.
Gray I, ‘What are the factors affecting the ability of agriculture to attract and retain young
people? A review of the research literature prepared for the Department of Primary Industries,
Victoria’, September 2011.
Ms Alexandra Gartmann, Chief Executive Officer, Foundation for Rural and Regional Renewal,
Public Hearing, Bendigo, 23 June 2011.
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Opportunities to embrace new models of farming and pathways to careers in
agriculture for young people will be part of that change.
4.144 A key finding of the Committee in this subject area is that increasing farm sizes
means that it will become increasingly difficult for young people to buy land
outright. The farming sector must embrace new models of land and agricultural
business ownership – for example, selling incrementally – rather than rely on
the government or banks to increase funding. Government should be involved
in research and development in this area.

Page 124

Rural and Regional Committee

Chapter Five
Business management
Key Messages
 Farming is a business.
 Today’s young farmers increasingly require sophisticated business management
skills.
 ‘Business management skills’ usually refers to financial management but can also
include fields such as human resource management, marketing and planning.
 Farmers must be able to manage controllable and uncontrollable variables.
 Farm incomes are tied to fluctuating commodity prices, terms of trade and the
weather.
 The Committee believes that industry needs to make government and education
institutions aware of how they can contribute to developing young farmers’
business management skills

Introduction
“The farm is actually a business, but I had never thought of it like that
before.” Mr Mark Ritchie, Mansfield.
“Farming is a business and you must handle it as a business.”
Mr Johan Botha‐Odendaal, Timboon.
5.1

Mark Ritchie’s comment above is indicative of what the Committee heard
many times in rural and regional Victoria during this Inquiry. Mr Ritchie runs a
healthy business well. He employs staff whom he invests in and who have
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stayed with his business. He works hard and he has long‐term plans for the
business. However, growing up on a farm he thought more about the family
property, and farming in general, as a way of life, a family endeavour. It was
not until later in life that he considered farming a career choice.
5.2

The Committee found many examples of successful farmers and excellent
farming practices during the Inquiry. This included farmers who had, like Mr
Ritchie, grown up on a farm, established a career elsewhere (in his case as a
computer scientist) and later in life returned to the family farm; others who
grew up on a farm and wouldn’t dream of leaving; and others completely new
to farming and focused solely on business potential and wealth creation.

5.3

What characterised those successful farmers was their ability to look at farming
as a business and to develop and apply business management skills to their
endeavour.

5.4

In Northam in Western Australia, Mr John Seabrook told the Committee that
modern farming is not as physically demanding as in the past, thanks to
increased use of machinery and technology. However, Mr Seabrook suggested
that it is in fact mentally much more difficult. This is because farmers have to
keep up with rapidly changing technology, as well as cope with the added
pressure of fluctuating prices that are a feature of deregulated markets.1

5.5

Using similar language, the House of Representatives Standing Committee on
Agriculture, Fisheries and Forestry described modern farming as a ‘…more
intellectually demanding management pursuit in technical, financial,
environmental and social terms’.2

5.6

Throughout this Inquiry witnesses approached business management skills in
one of two ways: the type of skills established farmers need to be profitable
and attract young people; and the type of skills young people starting their own
businesses need to survive. This chapter reflects those two approaches.

What do farmers say?

1
2

3
4

5.7

The Central Highlands Agribusiness Forum ‘Primary Producer Skills Audit and
Framework 2007’ found that farmers themselves rated business management
skills as the most important skill needed to run a farm.3 The Victorian Farmers
Federation says: ‘Without business acumen the farmer will not survive.’4

5.8

Clearly, it is hard to judge the level of business management skills in young
Victorian farmers, however Ms Sarah Parker from Murray Dairy suggested that,
in her experience, it is lacking. Murray Dairy is attempting to address this
problem, though. Ms Parker listed 11 current Murray Dairy projects aimed at

Mr John Seabrook, Farmer, Northam, Consultations, Western Australia, 9 September 2011.
House of Representatives Standing Committee on Agriculture, Fisheries and Forestry, Skills: Rural
Australia’s Need, Commonwealth of Australia, Canberra 2007.
Central Highlands Agribusiness Forum, Submission, Number 20, 5 August 2011.
Victorian Farmers Federation, Submission, Number 27, 5 August 2011.
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young people in dairy, including those providing both business and practical
skills.5 As an example, the Murray Dairy Focus Farms project has recently seen
four young people enter the industry.6
5.9

Analysis of the Victorian grains and dairy industries has identified business
management skills as a skills gap. Specific agriculture business training is
available at Longerenong College and the University of Ballarat provides
general business management courses. However: ‘In general, though, a grains
producer wishing to improve his or her business skills would find it difficult to
identify training opportunities suitable to their requirements.’7

5.10

Longerenong College’s Head of School, Mr John Goldsmith, told the Committee
that business management skills form an important part of the College’s
Advanced Diploma of Agriculture:
The course is a third agronomy, a third animals and a third business. So we
step through a staged process and it's probably not until they get to second
year that they go ‘Yes, that is the package’. Certainly there's a lot of
business subjects. These students will all do agronomy, accounting,
planning and budgeting, business management, quality assurance, human
resource management. So we're well aware that, yes, these students, we
can't just teach them how to drive a tractor and push them out the other
end.8

5.11

The Committee heard evidence that tertiary education is mainly focused on the
science of farming at the expense of business skills – Mr Greg Laidlaw in
Beechworth described production and business management as “the whole
package”9 – leaving young people unprepared for the rigours of high level
management. Mr Chris Shearer considered Marcus Oldham College to be the
exception to this rule:
The skill sets required to go into the top end of agricultural management
are really quite different from a science degree. We are lucky in Victoria
that we have Marcus Oldham College, which is probably the best example
of how to run a rural business course…We are seeing the universities move
somewhat away from the management side of agriculture to the point
where Melbourne University does not even call its agricultural course

5

6

7

8

9

Ms Sarah Parker, Chief Executive Officer, Murray Dairy, Public Hearing, Shepparton, 3 November
2011.
Focus Farms operates across Victoria and involves a farm family being supported by a local
mentor and support group made up of local farmers and service providers. The Focus Farmers set
goals around finance, production and lifestyle issues. The Committee heard that the mentoring
component of the project is extremely valuable. The Focus Farms project and mentoring is
discussed further in Chapter 11. For more see: www.murraydairy.com.au/focus‐farms.
SED Consulting, Workforce Development Plan for the Victorian Grains and Dairy Industries,
Victorian Government, Melbourne 2010.
Mr John Goldsmith, Head of Campus, Longerenong College, Public Hearing, Horsham, 23 August
2011.
Mr Greg Laidlaw, Rural and Workforce Development Officer, Shire of Moira, Public Hearing,
Beechworth, 4 August 2011.
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agriculture anymore. There needs to be some focus brought back into the
system on how to get management into some of these courses.10
5.12

Dr Kristy Howard told the Committee that subsidised training favours courses
on technical skills over business skills.11

Skills
5.13

The Committee believes that the growing professionalism of agriculture means
knowledge of economics and international marketing and trade is becoming
increasingly important.12 Some even argue for teaching business management
skills in secondary school, including fields such as markets, supply chains and
value adding.13

5.14

Mr Andrew Lang went as far as to suggest that many farmers’ financial
calculations are based on “…wishful thinking and optimism…”.14

5.15

Mr Chris Draffin suggested that young people, in particular those taking on
large amounts of debt, need to be equipped with the right tools and skills to
manage business risks:
…young farmers coming into the industry need to be provided with the
best of knowledge and skills in areas like price risk marketing, price risk
management, the latest technology, quality assurance, the tools to help
them manage the risks to try to participate in agriculture in an
environment that is sustainable from a business viability point of view for
the long term.15

5.16

Mr Russell Murphy made the general point that farmers need to develop and
improve business skills such as managing cash flow, investment, profitability
and, in particular, return on capital.16 Ms Karen Baum admitted that her
business management skills could be improved,17 while Ms Joanne Theodore
told the Committee that she was learning business skills from her accountants:
Obviously, when we first started I had no idea of what I was in for and then
I actually worked with them. I used to go to Warrnambool and it used to
cost me a fortune but I would sit there for two hours and they would teach

10
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14
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16
17

Mr Chris Shearer, Treasurer, Agribusiness Gippsland, Public Hearing, Nambrok, 20 September
2011.
Dr Kristy Howard, Agricultural Consultant, Inspiring Excellence, Public Hearing, Beechworth, 4
August 2011.
Ms Gaye Tripodi, Partner, Murrawee Farms / Vice President, Victorian Farmers Federation
Horticulture Group, Public Hearing, Swan Hill, 21 July 2011.
Loddon Shire Council, Submission, Number 26, 5 August 2011.
Mr Andrew Lang, Member and Bioenergy Adviser, Central Highlands Agribusiness Forum, Public
Hearing, Ballarat, 24 August 2011.
Mr Chris Draffin, Student, School of Food, Land and Service Industries, University of Ballarat,
Public Hearing, Ballarat, 24 August 2011.
Mr Russell Murphy, Owner, Murphy Fresh, Public Hearing, Mansfield, 5 August 2011.
Ms Karen Baum, Director, Pembroke Rural, Public Hearing, Nambrok, 20 September 2011.
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me bookwork and bank link and things like that and how to work it all
out.18
5.17

Agribusiness Gippsland says it is important for farmers to understand their
debt‐to‐equity ratio, which is a reflection of the amount of debt a farm is able
to service. Its submission contains an example of broadacre farms in Australia,
where it argues servicing of debt should account for 8–9 per cent of total farm
costs. However, it says that this figure currently sits at around 19 per cent of
total farm costs.19

5.18

Ms Robyn Gulline thought that successful farmers combine good business
management skills – which included human resource management, marketing,
risk management and financial management – with agronomy skills. She added
that while courses such as Farm Smart teach farmers basic accounting skills,
they do not provide the sort of in‐depth business skills that farmers need:
I know people who go to the accountant and the accountant is talking to
them and they might as well be talking Swahili because they’re not fully
grasping or contributing as meaningfully as they could if some of these
other skills were developed.20

5.19

For the grains industry in particular, skills should cover the likes of: cost of
production analysis; financial skills including taxation; grain trading; strategic
planning and marketing; and human resource management. These skills are
needed by both owner–operators, because of increased deregulation, and
machinery contractors, especially in regard to regulation compliance.21

5.20

The Committee is of the view that one way young farmers can acquire business
skills is through the formal and informal learning opportunities of networking
groups. Mr James Clark, for example, told the Committee that the main aim of
the South Gippsland Agribusiness Professionals group is the creation of strong
networking links, to provide business advice to young people beginning a
career in agriculture, especially those starting their own businesses.
We do not focus on how to grow grass or how to put up a fence or
anything like that. We focus on, I suppose, the financial side of it, conflict
resolution with clients and that sort of stuff and just targeting a few of the
key issues that arise there. It is really good. I have found it is really good as
a social outlet to get there and talk with other farmers about the business
side of things — you are all there, you are all like minded, and we really
only ever at the meetings talk about current affairs and that sort of thing in

18
19
20
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Ms Joanne Theodore, Sharefarmer, Princetown, Public Hearing, Timboon, 18 October 2011.
Agribusiness Gippsland, Submission, Number 64, 15 September 2011.
Ms Robyn Gulline, Director of Finance and Information Technology, Gulline Farmers, Public
Hearing, Horsham, 23 August 2011.
SED Consulting, Workforce Development Plan for the Victorian Grains and Dairy Industries,
Victorian Government, Melbourne 2010.
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the industry, so it is good in that regard. The idea is to get a few more
younger people there and promote that side of it.22
5.21

Networks are discussed more in Chapter 11.

Snapshot: Anthony Cirillo, Mildura
Anthony is a table grape
grower and exporter from
Mildura in his early 20s. He
runs a table grape property
with his father and younger
brother and recently signed
a lease on another vineyard
with a friend.
Anthony travels to Asia
each year – China, Hong
Kong, Thailand, Malaysia
and Singapore – as part of
his exporting business. He
has
two
preferred
importers for each country, which gives him avenues for the different qualities of fruit
and different timings in the market, allows for exchange rate variation, and lets him
choose the best destination for his fruit. Anthony began exporting five years ago with
a partner before taking over the company.
Asked about his reason for choosing grapes as a career, Anthony said:
My family has been in the horticulture industry for over four generations and I have a
great passion for growing table grapes, which is why I have chosen table grape
growing as a career.

22

Mr James Clark, Coordinator, South Gippsland Agribusiness Professionals, Public Hearing,
Leongatha, 21 September 2011.
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Uncertainty
“We can give them the knowledge base and we can help them to get
into farming financially or otherwise, but we cannot create an income
for them that is going to be profitable.” Mr Kevin Sutton, Shepparton.
5.22

The Committee heard that only strong businesses have the ability to survive
the cyclical nature of agriculture.23 Mr Dean Miller, Secretary of the North West
Municipalities Association, argued that in agriculture this strength depends on
a farm’s ability to manage both controllable and uncontrollable variables.
Examples of controllable variables include skill levels and competence, while
uncontrollable variables include the weather, input costs and commodity prices
as well as regulation, taxes and local rates.24

5.23

These uncontrollable variables create uncertainty in agriculture, which can
make the industry hard to promote to young people.25 In Dunkeld, Ms Celia
Tucker told the Committee that many of her peers, despite having grown up in
rural Victoria, have rejected agriculture for a different career that “…provides a
more stable and higher income that does not have the unpredictable variables
such as climate and commodity prices”.26

5.24

Mr Scott Dimond, who has a contract selling potatoes to McCain, provided the
Committee with an example of how uncertainty can affect a farm’s business
planning:
Mr DIMOND —…I know there has been a time in the last three or four
years when we spent hardly anything on equipment, basically because we
wanted to see where McCain was going. There is no point in going out and
buying a $300,000 harvester — —
Mr DRUM — Because of the uncertainty there.
Mr DIMOND — If McCain is going to cut our contracts, there will be a
$20,000 or $30,000 interest bill straight away. It cuts what you are taking
out of the farm immensely before you start trying to buy land, whether it is
me buying land or buying the farm from my parents or whatever.27

5.25

23

24

25

26
27

The National Farmer’s Federation’s Dr Sam Nelson added that weather events
such as drought and the unpredictable nature of commodity prices show how
important it is for young people to understand a variety of business models,
including sharefarming and leasing (as discussed in Chapter 4). He told the
Committee that access to capital to cover start‐up costs are a big barrier to

Mr Peter Schwarz, Member Southern Region Panel, Grains Research and Development
Corporation, Public Hearing, Shepparton, 3 November 2011.
Mr Dean Miller, Chairman, North West Municipalities Association, Public Hearing, Horsham, 23
August 2011; North West Municipalities Association, Submission, Number 50, 12 August 2011;
Campaspe Shire Council, Submission, Number 29, 5 August 2011.
Ms Ellen Grinter, Secretary, Victorian Young Farmers, Public Hearing, Shepparton, 3 November
2011.
Ms Celia Tucker, Farmer, Maroona, Public Hearing, Dunkeld, 17 October 2011.
Mr Scott Dimond, Cattle and Potato Farmer, Mollongghip, Public Hearing, Ballart, 24 August 2011.
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entry into the sector. Even when this barrier has been overcome exposure to
risk when carrying large amounts of debt is the next challenge.28
5.26

The Committee learnt that aquaculture is one industry vulnerable to sudden
downturns, such as a rapid outbreak of disease, and in describing her business
model Ms Jennifer Savage provided a good example of the type of business
skills young people need. She told the Committee that she chose barramundi to
start her business because they are a fast growing fish (four months), meaning
her business is designed to survive the loss of one group of fish.

5.27

As her business grows and becomes better able to withstand downturns Ms
Savage will then be able to diversify to other stock, such as the slower growing
Murray cod. This in turn enables the business to offer more secure long‐term
work, putting the company in a better position to attract and retain staff.29

Price fluctuations

28

29

30

31

32

33

5.28

A major complaint of the farming industry is that farmers are ‘price takers’;
that is, they must accept the market price for commodities.30 The fact that it
can be difficult to predict these prices from one year to the next makes
business planning very difficult. It also makes it hard for governments to
develop policies for industries.

5.29

An example of how tied Australian farmers are to world commodity prices is
contained in the ABARES report Agricultural Commodities: March quarter 2012.
It says that although overall agricultural production is set to rise by 5.4 per cent
to 2016–17, the value of agricultural exports over the same period is expected
to remain the same.31

5.30

Because income can fluctuate greatly year by year, affected by weather
variability and rapid price changes,32 young farmers need strong financial
advice relevant to the farming sector. In its submission the Central Highlands
Agribusiness Forum discusses the ‘variability of markets’ and says farmers need
‘astute management skills’ to cope with these.33 While these skills may be
outsourced by many farms, the Committee believes farmers will still need to

Dr Sam Nelson, Manager Rural Affairs, National Farmers’ Federation, Consultations, Canberra 16
November 2011.
Ms Jennifer Savage, Owner, Savage Fishing Pty Ltd, Public Hearing, Shepparton, 3 November
2011.
Ms Gaye Tripodi, Partner, Murrawee Farms / Vice President, Victorian Farmers Federation
Horticulture Group, Public Hearing, Swan Hill, 21 July 2011; Ms Susan Brunskill, Teacher, National
Environment Centre, TAFE NSW Riverina Institute, Public Hearing, Beechworth, 4 August 2011; Mr
Tom Napier, Farmer, Victoria Valley, Public Hearing, Dunkeld, 17 October 2011; Gannawarra Shire
Council, Submission, Number 44, 8 August 2011; Bass Coast Shire Council, Submission, Number
53, 12 August 2011.
Australian Bureau of Agricultural and Resource Economics and Sciences, Agricultural
Commodities: March quarter 2012, Commonwealth of Australia, Canberra 2012.
Primary Skills Victoria, Submission, Number 11, 4 August 2011; Victorian Food Industry Training
Board, Skills Needs Report 2011, Victorian Food Industry Training Board, Melbourne 2011.
Central Highlands Agribusiness Forum, Submission, Number 20, 5 August 2011.
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have a firm understanding of these skills, to ensure the outsourcing is being
done correctly.
5.31

The Committee notes evidence suggesting that corporate farms are best placed
to cope with fluctuating prices because the large size of their operations keeps
yield volatility relatively low (also noted in Chapter 8).34 GippsDairy refers to a
‘high equity buffer’ needed to cope with dramatic changes in commodity
prices. As most new entrants in agriculture do not have this buffer, they need a
high level of business management skills – plus a slice of good luck. For
example, dairy farms in Gippsland in 2008/09 had a net average income of ‐
$70,000; in 2010/11 the net average income was $190,000.35

5.32

East Gippsland Shire Council provided data on vegetable growers:
For example, AusVeg reports that average cash income per vegetable farm
in Australia rose by 19.3 per cent in 2008–09 from the previous year to
$204,235. Average cash receipts rose by 16.1 per cent in 2008–09, while
costs rose by 14.9 per cent. The largest increase in average income in
2008–09 was in Victoria; average farm income rose by 86 per cent, with
income rising by 56 per cent and costs by 44 per cent. The strong increase
in Victoria raised average income to 170 per cent of the national average,
the highest in Australia. This trend would be reflective of the vibrant and
growing vegetable sector in East Gippsland.36

34
35
36
37

38
39
40

5.33

Ms Brightling referred to such income and price variations as “sawtooth
volatility”.37

5.34

However, as Mr Andrew Farran points out, fluctuation means commodity
prices sometimes go up as well, saying: ‘…in recent years the sheep and wool
industries have enjoyed better times and are more outward looking in their
approach to new ideas and development’.38

5.35

Mr Chris Walsh described commodity prices as the “absolute nuts and bolts of
agriculture”. In his view, the farming sector is better off when it creates
demand – or is a ‘price setter’ – by promoting the benefits of produce. As a
positive example, Mr Walsh mentioned the lamb promotion campaign fronted
by Sam Kekovich.39

5.36

Mr Walsh added that a negative example is supermarkets’ driving down the
price of milk, thereby threatening the sustainability of the dairy industry. In his
view, supermarkets’ promoting the nutritional benefits of milk would create
demand, which in turn would lead to consumers willing to pay a sustainable
price for milk.40

Agribusiness Gippsland, Submission, Number 64, 15 September 2011.
GippsDairy, Submission, Number 57, 16 August 2011.
East Gippsland Shire Council, Submission, Number 23, 5 August 2011.
Ms Pauline Brightling, Program Leader People in Dairy, Dairy Australia, Public Hearing,
Melbourne, 12 September 2011.
Yiddinga Holdings Pty Ltd, Submission, Number 45, 9 August 2011.
Mr Chris Walsh, Director, Access Farming Pty Ltd, Public Hearing, Dunkeld, 17 October 2011.
Ibid.
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5.37

However, according to Mr Dale Scott, the farming sector will have difficulty
overcoming what he refers to as Australia’s “cheap food culture”:
Australia has a cheap food culture. It is ridiculous. People want to go out
and buy their groceries for only $150 a week or something like that. That
sounds good, but what are they going to do with the other $800 they have
made for a week? Where do they spend that? You people know as well as I
do where a lot of it goes. We just do not put enough value on the food we
eat. They want clean, green food, which makes it fairly tough for us as
farmers, but they refuse to pay for it. I think if you go back to the 1930s
and 1940s and work out what amount of income in the house was spent on
food and compare that to now, you will find that it is a ridiculous
percentage.41

5.38

Barr estimates that Australians’ expenditure on food and fibre has decreased
from 22 per cent of household income in the 1960s to 14 per cent today.42

5.39

Mr Kevin Tesselaar discussed this issue of supermarkets in terms of what he
called “price security”. He told the Committee that the budget he prepared
when buying a dairy farm in 2008–09 had effectively become useless soon after
the purchase because of the drop in milk prices.43

5.40

The Committee heard concern about the power of Australian supermarkets
elsewhere during this Inquiry.44

Terms of trade
5.41

41

42

43
44

45

The declining terms of trade (as seen in the graph below) in agriculture is
discussed throughout this report. In Dunkeld, Mr Nathan Edwards linked
declining terms of trade with low wages in the farming sector, and by
association young people looking elsewhere for work. He added that this is
another repercussion of Australia’s ‘cheap food culture’ that consumers in
Australia need to understand.45

Mr Dale Scott, District Council President, United Dairy Farmers Victoria, Public Hearing, Nambrok,
20 September 2011.
Barr N, The House on the Hill: The transformation of Australia’s farming communities, Halstead,
Sydney 2009.
Mr Kevin Tesselaar, Dairy Farmer, Timboon, Public Hearing, Timboon, 18 October 2011.
Ms Gaye Tripodi, Partner, Murrawee Farms / Vice President, Victorian Farmers Federation
Horticulture Group, Public Hearing, Swan Hill, 21 July 2011; Professor Richard Roush, President,
Australian Council of Deans of Agriculture, Public Hearing, Melbourne, 10 October 2011; Ashley
Park Farm Pty Ltd, Submission, Number 56, 15 August 2011; Baw Baw Shire Council, Submission,
Number 59, 17 August 2011.
Mr Nathan Edwards, Dairy Farmer, Casterton, Public Hearing, Dunkeld, 17 October 2011.
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Agricultural Terms of Trade
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5.42

Mr Vince Cirillo provided an example of declining terms of trade:
We used to grow fruit for the dried fruit market back in the 1980s, and we
were getting similar prices. For gordos we were getting $1,800 in 1990, and
we are still getting the same prices today. They think they are on top of the
world, but really back in 1980 the tractor that now costs $43,000 your dad
would have bought for six thousand bucks; six tonnes of fruit got him over
the line. Now to buy a tractor you need 25 tonnes of fruit.46

5.43

As Neil Barr told the Committee, the farm sector has long been producing more
outputs from the same level of inputs.47

5.44

In its submission, SMARTimbers Cooperative explains why terms of trade is so
important to farming businesses and the wider community:
Reduction in net returns per hectare or per unit of livestock has meant that
farm areas have tended to increase, outlay on capital equipment is needed
to get more productivity per labour unit, labour thus has to be more
skilled, and the population of farming communities has fallen and
continues to fall.48

46

47

48

Mr Vince Cirillo, Table Grape Grower and Exporter, VMP Cirillo and Sons, Public Hearing, Mildura,
20 July 2011.
Barr N, ‘Thinking about young farmers’, Paper presented to the Committee, Bendigo, 23 June
2011.
SMARTimbers Cooperative, Submission, Number 28, 5 August 2011.
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5.45

SED Consulting’s analysis of the Victorian dairy industry also explains the
business pressures facing farmers through terms of trade. The report says that
dairy has been subject to global pricing since deregulation in 2000. As well,
inputs such as fertilisers are affected by global factors. As an example, in 2008
increased gas prices saw a rapid increase in the price of nitrogenous fertilisers:
‘The overall picture is one of increasing market and financial risk for dairy
farmers, again pointing to the need for strong management skills.’49

Weather
“As you know full well, agriculture is highly dependent on whether it is
going to rain tomorrow or not.” Mr Gary Godwell, Shepparton.
5.46

Weather is a major variable that farm businesses cannot control; that farmers
cannot predict or change to suit their circumstances; and that government
cannot influence through policy development. The quotes below show just how
much of a constant consideration – and potential wildcard – weather is for
farmers.
It has been a very viable industry up until the last couple of years where
there have been challenges at harvest time with poor weather, so there
have been yield losses occurring right on harvest.50
We did get back in last year but now we have had significant fruit fly
outbreaks with the weather conditions last season it will be difficult for us
to retain that. We have what is called PFA — a pest‐free area — which the
farmers and industry and the DPI has worked very hard to get for us, but
now that is swinging in the balance between industry groups and the DPI
as to whether we will be able to maintain our PFA status for this coming
season. A lot will depend on that.51
We have diversified out into other areas just to spread the risk, I suppose,
because you do not know what the weather is going to do; it might wipe
you out next week.52
We were all pruning late this year for cash flow reasons, be they orchards
or vineyards, so in actual fact the contract team I wanted could not come
until 21 August. It is not ideal, but we will just get extra people on the
ground, so they will be pruned by mid‐September. As long as the weather
cools down again that will be okay.53

49

50

51

52
53

SED Consulting, Workforce Development Plan for the Victorian Grains and Dairy Industries,
Victorian Government, Melbourne 2010.
Mr Ross Skinner, Chief Executive Officer, Almond Board of Australia, Public Hearing, Mildura, 20
July 2011.
Ms Gaye Tripodi, Partner, Murrawee Farms / Vice President, Victorian Farmers Federation
Horticulture Group, Public Hearing, Swan Hill, 21 July 2011.
Mr Michael Young, Manager, Young Farms, Public Hearing, Swan Hill, 21 July 2011.
Mr David Ritchie, General Manager, Delatite Winery, Public Hearing, Mansfield, 5 August 2011.
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Government
5.47

In Western Australia, Minister Terry Redman was another to suggest that
government may be able to support farmers develop the business skills needed
to thrive in the modern economy.54 This was also suggested in Northam by Mr
Keith Devenish, Director, Narrogin Office, Department of Agriculture and Food
Western Australia.55 The question is what shape does government involvement
take?

5.48

Mr Dale Scott was another witness who identified a weakness in business skills
in the farming sector. He suggested governments should link business skills
training with the tax breaks or financial assistance it provides young farmers,
arguing that many young people know how to farm but not how to run a
business:
There is nothing there to say, ‘If you want to fall back on some tax
advantages, whether that be the diesel rebate, EC assistance or disaster
assistance, you have to do business skills first’. A lot of farmers will not like
that, but it should be implemented. If you want tax advantages and
government handouts in bad times, you have to show us that you actually
know how to run a business. We know you can run a farm; but can you run
the business side of the farm? There are a lot of farmers who cannot. Even
some of the big farmers really struggle with the business side of things.56

54

55

56

57

58

5.49

In Canberra, Mr Allen Grant, First Assistant Secretary, Agricultural Productivity
Division, Department of Agriculture, Forestry and Fisheries told the Committee
that the Commonwealth Government offers programs, such as FarmReady, to
improve the business management skills of young farmers. Mr Grant also told
the Committee about a current pilot project in Western Australia investigating
the merits of linking business management training with drought relief
payments.57 The Committee sees merit in this, however any program would
need to be flexible enough to acknowledge that new entrants to agriculture
can also be affected by drought, making long‐term planning problematic.

5.50

The Victorian Government submission to this Inquiry argues that this business
management training should also be available to new entrants.58

5.51

In Mildura, Ms Paula Gordon from the Murray Valley Citrus Board told the
Committee that although many of the extension services previously supplied by
the state government have largely been taken up by the private sector, such as
agronomy, business planning services are still lacking. Ms Gordon noted that
the state government does provide advice for small businesses, but in her

Hon Terry Redman MP, Minister for Agriculture and Food, Forestry, Corrective Services,
Government of Western Australia, Consultations, Western Australia, 8 September 2011.
Mr Keith Devenish, Director, Narrogin Office, Department of Agriculture and Food, WA,
Consultations, Western Australia, 9 September 2011.
Mr Dale Scott, District Council President, United Dairy Farmers Victoria, Public Hearing, Nambrok,
20 September 2011.
Mr Allen Grant, First Assistant Secretary, Agricultural Productivity Division, Department of
Agriculture, Forestry and Fisheries, Consultations, Canberra, 16 November 2011.
Victorian Government, Submission, Number 70, 31 October 2011.
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experience this advice is more suited to “…retail, weekly till‐type businesses”.59
Extension is also discussed in Chapter 13.
5.52

Ms Gulline also suggested that the Department of Primary Industries has a role
in promoting courses on business management skills.60

Future farming models
“We can be really innovative about how we are attracting other people
into the business besides the traditional model.” Ms Alexandra
Gartmann, Rural and Regional Committee Youth Forum 2012.

59

60

61
62

63

5.53

A topic raised throughout this Inquiry was that of farming models.

5.54

The Committee heard a great deal of evidence about the importance of
separating farm businesses from the land. In Western Australia, Mr Castro has
done just this, believing it an important part of maintaining a sustainable
business.61

5.55

Minister Redman argued that this demarcation gives farmers a better
understanding of the state of their business, adding that this separation can
also facilitate young people entering a family farming business.62

5.56

Several of the young farmers seen in Northam told the Committee that their
family farms do separate the business from the land, with the young people
starting off as, not just employees but shareholders as well63 (also see
discussion throughout this Report on corporate farming, succession planning
and farm size.)

5.57

The subject of business models was also raised at the Committee’s Youth
Forum. Although constrained by time – as well as the inability to predict the
exact shape of farming in the future – the discussion was informative and
revealed that young Victorians are thinking about the best way to achieve a
viable farming sector in Victoria. The recommendations from the Youth Forum,
many of which refer to business models, are included in Appendix 4.

Ms Paula Gordon, Board Member, Murray Valley Citrus Board, Public Hearing, Mildura, 20 July
2011.
Ms Robyn Gulline, Director of Finance and Information Technology, Gulline Farmers, Public
Hearing, Horsham, 23 August 2011.
Mr Joe Castro, Farmer, Castro Farms, Consultations, Western Australia, 8 September 2011.
Hon Terry Redman MP, Minister for Agriculture and Food, Forestry, Corrective Services,
Government of Western Australia, Consultations, Western Australia, 8 September 2011.
Department of Agriculture and Food, WA, Northam Office, Consultations, Western Australia, 9
September 2011.
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5.58

As well as discussing separating land and the business, the group raised other
business models aside from traditional ownership models that may attract
young people to farming, such as:




Leasing
Equity partnerships
Accessing self‐managed super funds.

5.59

The Committee believes that the state government, through the Department of
Primary Industries, universities and the TAFE sector does have a role in helping
industry to promote awareness of new types of business models throughout
the farming sector.

5.60

The young people attending the Youth Forum made several recommendations
on the state government’s role in developing and promoting business models:
Youth Forum Recommendation 12
That the state government partner with industry to fund positions around
Victoria that would work closely with young farmers to implement and apply
alternative business models to their situation.
Youth Forum Recommendation 13
That the state government continue to examine and promote new business
models.

Recommendation 19
That the state government, in order to encourage young people into agriculture,
investigate and promote alternative forms of farm business ownership to young
people, including but not limited to:





Share options
Incremental ownership
Family farms
Separating land ownership from business ownership.

Research and analysis into models operating in similar farming countries and that
provide opportunities for attraction of young farmers may need to be undertaken.

Recommendation 20
That the state government in partnership with industry develop training courses
explaining the different business models that exist in agriculture.
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Remuneration
Key Messages
 Wages vary across the farming sector and are dependent on a number of factors.
 High wages are an important tool in attracting and retaining young people.
 Many farming businesses pay above award rates.
 Data on remuneration in agriculture does not always reflect salary packages, which
may add as much as one‐third to base salaries.
 Young farmers’ skills are transferable between many sectors in the economy.
 Agriculture loses young people to mining, but it also has the ability to attract them
back.
 Agriculture can compete with other sectors in the economy on employment
opportunities, quality of life and lifestyle.

Introduction
“If you want a really great career, I would say to take agriculture.” Dr
Simon Livingstone, Melbourne.
“Then there is finding what is an appropriate wage bracket, and there is
a generational discussion there. My father is 69 and still farming. We
had a discussion about what to pay a chaser bin driver, and he thought
$10 an hour was a fair rate. We paid $25.” Mr Andrew Broad,
Melbourne.
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6.1

This section of the report outlines remuneration levels in the agricultural
industry and industry awards, provides a snapshot of features of the industry,
and discusses anecdotal evidence about whether wages are the foremost
consideration for workers in the industry.

Current awards and remuneration in agriculture
6.2

In the agricultural sector remuneration is determined by a number of different
award structures.

6.3

The Pastoral Award 2010:1
4.2 Pastoral industry means all employers and employees who are engaged in
or in connection with:
a) the management, breeding, rearing or grazing of livestock or poultry;
b) the shearing and crutching of sheep and the classing and pressing of wool
on farms;
c) dairying;
d) hatchery work;
e) the sowing, raising or harvesting of broadacre field crops and other crops
grown as part of a broadacre mixed farming enterprise;
f) the treatment of land for any of these purposes; or
g) clearing, fencing, well sinking, dam sinking or trenching on such farms or
properties except in connection with work in clauses 4.3(a) to (e).

6.4

Horticulture is covered by the Horticulture Award 2010;2 fishing by the
Aquaculture Industry Award 2010;3 and forestry by the Timber Industry Award
2010.4

6.5

Remuneration in the farming sector is also influenced by a number of other
factors, including fluctuations in commodity prices and profit levels. The
seasonal nature of agricultural work also affects wages. Fishing is a good
example of this, as pointed out by Ms Renee Vajtauer of Seafood Victoria:
Ms VAJTAUER — As I said, some fishing vessels work on a percentage share
of catch, so that also depends on the season. They could have a really good
season, and therefore the share is higher. A lot of people like to work
because they can make big bucks in a fairly short amount of time.
Mr HOWARD — But they might not.
Ms VAJTAUER — But they might not, yes.5

1
2
3
4
5

See: www.fwa.gov.au/documents/modern_awards/pdf/MA000035.pdf.
See: www.fwa.gov.au/documents/modern_awards/award/ma000028/default.htm.
See: www.fwa.gov.au/documents/modern_awards/award/ma000114/default.htm.
See: www.fwa.gov.au/documents/modern_awards/award/ma000071/default.htm.
Ms Renee Vajtauer, Project Officer, Seafood Industry Victoria, Public Hearing, Melbourne, 10
October 2011.

Page 142

Rural and Regional Committee

Chapter Six | Remuneration

6.6

The Committee heard conflicting evidence on the level of wages earned by
deckhands in Lakes Entrance. Mr Richard Owen, General Manager, South East
Australia Maritime Education Centre, told the Committee that although
working as a deckhand is tough work, the financial rewards can be high if
working on a good boat that regularly returns with a good catch.6 (Deckhands
are paid a percentage of overall catch.)

6.7

Mr Gary Leonard, however, said that attracting young people to the industry
workforce is difficult because the work is hard and the wages low.7 A
deckhand’s income is also unpredictable, with some catches being very high
and other journeys returning empty handed.

6.8

The 2009 Regional Skills and Labour Needs Survey undertaken by Workforce
Victoria shows that the agricultural workforce has certain characteristics worth
noting and which may have broader implications:
‘54 per cent of businesses in the Agriculture, Forestry & Fishing sector used
federal awards to set wages and conditions. Overall, the Agriculture,
Forestry & Fishing sector had lower rates of non‐managerial entitlements
than all other sectors.
‘57 per cent of businesses paid annual leave loading, the lowest rate for
any sector across regional Victoria.
‘55 per cent paid higher rates of pay for overtime and 47 per cent paid
penalty rates.
‘21 per cent paid additional superannuation with only 3 per cent of
businesses in the sector indicating that this was an effective way of
retaining staff.’ 8

6

7
8

9

6.9

For further discussion of workplace conditions see Chapter 9.

6.10

These findings indicate that the farming sector is lagging behind other sectors
when it comes to remuneration. With the Australian economy currently
enjoying ‘full employment’, labour shortages are not unique to the agricultural
sector. Along with offering good working conditions, the most common
solution to labour shortages recommended by witnesses is paying wages that
are above the award rates.

6.11

According to Professor Richard Roush, President of the Australian Council of
Deans of Agriculture and Dean of the Melbourne School of Land and
Environment, high wages can overcome any negative image of agriculture that
exists.9 He highlighted the ability of the mining sector, which is able to offer

Mr Richard Owen, General Manager, South East Australian Maritime Education Centre, Public
Hearing, Lakes Entrance, 13 December 2011.
Mr Gary Leonard, Chairman, Leftrade Ltd, Public Hearing, Lakes Entrance, 13 December 2011.
Department of Innovation, Industry and Regional Development, Regional Skills and Labour Needs
Survey 2009, Victorian Government, Melbourne 2009.
Professor Richard Roush, President, Australian Council of Deans of Agriculture, Public Hearing,
Melbourne, 10 October 2011.
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higher starting salaries and attract young people, despite not providing a
desirable lifestyle.10
6.12

The Committee heard from farmers who have had great success in attracting
staff. Mr Mark Ritchie, for example, told the Committee that he has not
experienced any difficulties attracting and retaining labour – Delatite Station
currently employs two full‐time staff, aged 35 and 32 respectively, as well as
regular shearing contractors – which he considers is partly a result of the high
wages he pays. Mr Ritchie said that the decision to pay high wages came about
through a combination of two factors: a conscious business decision to reward
his workers appropriately; and having the ability to do so thanks to the Delatite
Station’s economy of scale advantage (4,500 hectares running 19,000 sheep
and 1,200 cattle).11

6.13

Mr Glenn Fox told the Committee that farmers need to determine what size
their farm needs to be in order to pay good wages. The example he provided
was of a dairy farm with 350 cows, which he considered the right size for
employing a manager, relief milker, and casual for calving and watering: “The
beauty of a herd that size is that you can afford to pay the person good
money.”12

6.14

Ms Robyn Gulline informed the Committee that Gulline Farm (over 4,000 acres)
is able to pay good wages to its full‐time employee and contractors and that
this helps in attracting and retaining staff:
A remuneration package is negotiated and includes a combination of above
award wages, subsidised housing, vehicle and mobile phone, depending on
what our staff want, but they're some of the options that we have offered
in the past. We have found this process very successful over many years.13

10

11
12
13

14

15

6.15

Ms Claire Penniceard was another witness who had not experienced difficulty
attracting and retaining reliable local contract labour thanks to her ability to
ensure staff are, in her words, “…very well paid”.14 According to Ms Penniceard,
good wages give young people the opportunity to save money which can later
be put towards starting up their own agricultural businesses should they so
wish.

6.16

When asked about the best way for employers to retain staff Mr Joe Castro
from Castro Farms simply said: “Put your hand in your pocket.”15

The Committee notes evidence heard throughout this Inquiry, including in Western Australia,
suggesting that the mining sector does struggle to retain its workforce. This suggests both that
the sector is not necessarily the long‐term attractive opportunity for young people that it is
portrayed as and that wages alone do not define workforce issues. The workplace is discussed in
detail in Chapter 8.
Mr Mark Ritchie, Manager, Delatite Grazing Pty Ltd, Public Hearing, Mansfield, 5 August 2011.
Mr Glenn Fox, Managing Director, Fox Ag, Public Hearing, Mansfield, 5 August 2011.
Ms Robyn Gulline, Director of Finance and Information Technology, Gulline Farmers, Public
Hearing, Horsham, 23 August 2011.
Ms Claire Penniceard, Director and Owner, The Pig Pen Pty Ltd, Public Hearing, Beechworth, 4
August 2011.
Mr Joe Castro, Farmer, Castro Farms, Consultations, Western Australia, 8 September 2011.
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So what are farmers paid?
6.17

There is clearly great variety around remuneration across the farming sector.

6.18

The Committee heard that the minimum wage for some dairy workers after
completing a Certificate III is lower than supermarket shelf stackers16 and that
starting salaries for agscience graduates are $5,000–$7,000 less than they
should be to be competitive with other sectors.17

6.19

However, Mr Russell Murphy told the Committee that Murphy Fresh pays its
workers above award rates:
Remuneration packages in the agriculture industry are very poor by any
standards. If we are going to be looking at attracting younger people into
the industry, this needs to change. I just give the example that the award
rate for a level 4 agricultural worker is $16.41 an hour, or $32,500 a year. A
level 4 definition is a skilled person such as a forklift driver with a licensed
truck, heavy machinery, et cetera — you know, somebody with some skills.
It is not a lot of money. On our farm we are paying level 4 people the
equivalent of $23 an hour, which is 40 per cent more than that award rate,
and we still find it hard to attract people to come into it.18

16

17

18
19

20

6.20

Mr Murphy also made a similar point to that of Mr Fox, about farmers having
to pay close attention to their business models and increase their profitability,
in order to be able to pay higher wages. However, evidence has found that
there is not always a direct relationship between profitability and high wages;
that is, the most profitable farms do not always reward staff accordingly.19

6.21

Ms Gaye Tripodi in Swan Hill was another employer the Committee heard from
who pays above award rates.20

6.22

The Committee is aware that this is a common practice across the whole
farming sector, born of both necessity and also a desire to build staff
satisfaction. This table, from a survey of farms in New South Wales carried out
before the national awards came into being, provides further evidence of this.
The figures in the table are six years old with more recent comparisons being
unavailable to the Committee; therefore the award rates and surveyed rates
will have increased. However what is of interest to the Committee is the
discrepancy between the two, which in all likelihood has stayed the same or,
given the competition with the mining sector for employees, increased:

Mr Dale Scott, District Council President, United Dairy Farmers Victoria, Public Hearing, Nambrok,
20 September 2011.
Professor Richard Roush, President, Australian Council of Deans of Agriculture, Public Hearing,
Melbourne, 10 October 2011.
Mr Russell Murphy, Owner, Murphy Fresh, Public Hearing, Mansfield, 5 August 2011.
McEachern S, Farmstaff 2008: Finding, keeping and rewarding people in agriculture, Holmes
Sackett and Associates, Wagga Wagga 2008.
Ms Gaye Tripodi, Partner, Murrawee Farms / Vice President, Victorian Farmers Federation
Horticulture Group, Public Hearing, Swan Hill, 21 July 2011.

Rural and Regional Committee

Page 145

Inquiry into the Capacity of the Farming Sector to Attract and Retain Young Farmers
and Respond to an Ageing Workforce

Surveyed stationhands receiving salaries above the 2006 NSW State Award
2006 NSW State Award
Surveyed salary before
superannuation
Station hand – Grade 1
$27,150
$34,447
General station hand – Grade 2
$28,355
–
Senior station hand – Grade 3
$30,529
$38,183
Source: McEachern S, Farmstaff 2008: Finding, keeping and rewarding people in
agriculture, Holmes Sackett and Associates, Wagga Wagga 2008.

6.23

As the table below demonstrates, the spread of wages in the farming sector
compares favourably with other industries. The Committee heard evidence for
this elsewhere as well.21

Comparison of income data across sectors
Weekly income Agriculture,
Mining
Forestry and
Fishing
$1‐$149
5%
1%
$150‐$249
8%
1%
$250‐$399
16%
2%
$400‐$599
26%
6%
$600‐$799
18%
9%
$800‐$999
11%
12%
$1,000‐$1,299
8%
18%
$1,300‐$1,599
3%
14%
2%
12%
$1,600‐$1,999
$2,000 or more
4%
26%
Source: Australian Bureau of Statistics.

21

22

23

Construction

Retail
Trade

Manufacturing

1%
3%
9%
17%
19%
17%
17%
8%
4%
4%

18%
11%
16%
22%
15%
8%
5%
2%
1%
2%

1%
2%
6%
20%
21%
16%
15%
8%
5%
5%

6.24

It should also be noted that there are differences in wages between regions,
industries, and small and large businesses.22

6.25

Finally, the Committee learnt that it is still common for young people on family
farms to earn low wages, with the hope that they will own the farm at some
stage in the future. Or as Gray puts it: ‘…the family farm works out its own
remuneration arrangements’.23

6.26

Mr Carl Fraser said that in his experience changing expectations among young
people means that families following this practice are generally not successful

Mr Mike Weise, Executive Officer, WestVic Dairy, Public Hearing, Timboon, 18 October 2011;
Skillinvest Group, Submission, Number 13, 4 August 2011; Victorian Association of Forest
Industries, Submission, Number 54, 12 August 2011; McEachern S, Farmstaff 2008: Finding,
keeping and rewarding people in agriculture, Holmes Sackett and Associates, Wagga Wagga 2008.
Rural Industries Research and Development Corporation, Australia’s Rural Workforce: An analysis
of labour shortage in rural Australia, Rural Industries Research and Development Corporation,
Canberra 2009.
Gray I, ‘What are the factors affecting the ability of agriculture to attract and retain young
people? A review of the research literature prepared for the Department of Primary Industries,
Victoria’, September 2011.
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in encouraging their children to continue farming. Mr Fraser said that farms
must have an operating surplus “…sufficient to give all farming families
engaged in that enterprise sufficient immediate remuneration to meet the
demands that we require under a cash economy”.24 The Committee believes
that this is one part of the picture and that in many cases a succession plan
provides a level of security for young people starting out on the family farm.

Salary packages
“When you haven’t got the high running costs of living like you would in
the city, such as a house mortgage, that’s actually not a bad package.”
Mr Anthony Chapman, Horsham.
6.27

Perhaps the most overused phrase in agriculture is: ‘There’s no money in
farming.’ Some witnesses even suggested that this is a default setting that
creates a self‐fulfilling reality of employers expecting to pay low wages and
employees accepting this.25

6.28

However, as the Victorian Farmers Federation26 points out, salary packages in
agriculture often include not just wages but also on‐site accommodation, use
of a car and fuel, and meat. When these benefits are taken into account, the
overall financial rewards for jobs in the farming sector are much higher than
generally understood.

6.29

In a meeting with young Western Australian farmers in Northam the
Committee heard evidence that although rates of pay may be lower than in
other sectors, the statistics do not always paint the complete picture. As an
example, Ms Ellen Walker told the Committee that although she does not pay
herself a high basic wage, when the whole salary package is taken into account
– such as car, fuel etc – she is happy with what she earns.27

6.30

Mr Ben Reeve spoke about his experience recruiting agriculture staff. He said
that while wages in rural Victoria do not compare favourably with jobs in the
city, when full employment packages – which frequently include a car and
accommodation – are taken into consideration the difference is not as
noticeable:
We have also seen that there are some false comparisons between city and
rural‐based jobs and mining‐based jobs as well, particularly around

24

25

26
27

Mr Carl Fraser, Rural Financial Counsellor, Goulburn Murray Hume Agcare Ltd, Public Hearing,
Beechworth, 4 August 2011.
Ms Kerryne McClelland, Senior Coordinator, North Central Rural Financial Counselling Service,
Public Hearing, Bendigo, 23 June 2011; Mr Kevin Scolyer, Counsellor, North Central Rural Financial
Counselling Service, Public Hearing, Bendigo, 23 June 2011; Mr Chris Draffin, Student, School of
Food, Land and Service Industries, University of Ballarat, Public Hearing, Ballarat, 24 August 2011;
Mr Nathan Edwards, Dairy Farmer, Casterton, Public Hearing, Dunkeld, 17 October 2011; Ashley
Park Farm Pty Ltd, Submission, Number 56, 15 August 2011.
Victorian Farmers Federation, Submission, Number 27, 5 August 2011.
Ms Ellen Walker, Farmer, Consultations, Northam, 8 September 2011.
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remuneration. We have had to work through with people where they have
said, ‘My friend in the city is a bricklayer and he’s earning $70,000 more
than me. I’m going to leave this job and get a job with him’. So we spend
time working through it, asking, ‘How much money do you get? How much
does he get? What else do you get with your job? Okay, you get access to a
house. You get a car. You get fuel. You get a sheep, so there’s meat. You
get your power paid for. There’s a mobile phone’. And we add up the value
of all these things and we weigh them up. We then say, ‘Now let’s have a
look at your mate’s salary. Where does he live? He lives in Melbourne.
Does he pay rent? Yes, so that comes out. Does he have to pay parking?
Yes’. And it adds up. It does not take long to communicate that there are
some benefits in working within agriculture.28
6.31

The point about the lower cost of living in rural areas was also made by RMIT
University Hamilton in its submission.29

6.32

Mr Scott Dimond in Ballarat told the Committee that although he had taken a
significant pay cut from his jobs in Melbourne to return to the family farm the
financial benefits of farm ownership compensate for these differences in
remuneration:
When I said $60,000, that was probably a $20,000 cut on what I was
earning at the bank and probably a $40,000 cut on what I was going to
earn at the bank potentially in the next couple of years. But that was not a
big issue for me. Basically I did not want to work at the bank; it just was not
fun. I did not want to be in the city and I did not want to be travelling
around and working in different areas every four or five years. That is
pretty much what you needed to do, in agribusiness anyway, in the bank. I
wanted to be settled. I figured I could make a go of it, so I thought I would
come home and give it a try. I have loved it ever since I have been at home.
The fact is that I am not making as much money as I was, but I think if you
can do it right, the ability is there to make more money.30

6.33

Mr Nathan Goonan told the Committee that managers at Warakirri Dairies are
paid $80,000 per annum, with potential bonuses up to $20,000, plus use of a
vehicle, phone and on‐farm accommodation.31 Similar evidence was provided
by Dr Simon Livingstone:
If you want to be the top manager on a six‐figure salary, there are lots of
those all around Australia too. If you wanted a really great career, I would
say to take agriculture. The beauty about it is that you do not have to own
the land but you can go and work for somebody. I say to the students, 'If
you want to be the top lawyer or the top accountant in one of the top
firms, it's very hard to get there. But if you want to be the CEO of one of

28

29

30
31

Mr Ben Reeve, Recruitment Manager, Mike Stephens and Associates, Public Hearing, Ballarat, 24
August 2011.
The Potter Rural Community Research Network, RMIT University, Submission, Number 33, 5
August 2011.
Mr Scott Dimond, Cattle and Potato Farmer, Mollongghip, Public Hearing, Ballart, 24 August 2011.
Mr Nathan Goonan, Chief Executive Officer, Warakirri Dairies, Public Hearing, Melbourne 12
September 2011.
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the top ag companies, it's pretty easy. Work hard, practically, and get a
good postgraduate qualification. Have a bit of go about you and life's
pretty good.'32
6.34

Mr Goonan believed that the dairy industry is capable of providing good salary
packages. However, both Mr Nathan Goonan and Mr Adrian Goonan were clear
that without the external funding that Warakirri is able to draw on, the
financial barriers needed to farm to this scale would be insurmountable. As Mr
Nathan Goonan said: “…a model like this can be successful, but I think that
without that backing you cannot get a business like this off the ground”.33

6.35

The corporate model is discussed in Chapter 8.

6.36

Consulting firm Holmes Sackett and Associates conducted a survey of farms
across Australia, partly to determine the value of salary packages. Their survey
found a healthy number of well‐remunerated young managers and assistant
managers:

Age and salary package – managers
Age
Number
Total salary package
Median assets managed
(average)
26–35
22
$84,532
$14M
36–45
27
$85,789
$11M
46–55
19
$89,200
$13M
56+
10
$90,647
$12M
Source: McEachern S, Farmstaff 2008: Finding, keeping and rewarding people in
agriculture, Holmes Sackett and Associates, Wagga Wagga 2008.

Age and salary packages – assistant managers and overseers
Age
Number
Total salary package
Median assets managed
(average)
18–25
7
$57,987
$13M
26–35
22
$64,153
$13M
36–45
18
$67,265
$11M
46–55
12
$60,511
$11m
56+
6
$59,039
$11m
Source: McEachern S, Farmstaff 2008: Finding, keeping and rewarding people in
agriculture, Holmes Sackett and Associates, Wagga Wagga 2008.

6.37

32

33

The Holmes Sackett and Associates statistics are from a 2007 salary survey of
manager, assistant manager, overseer, senior stationhands, stationhands and

Dr Simon Livingstone, Principal, Marcus Oldham College, Public Hearing, Melbourne, 24 October
2011.
Mr Nathan Goonan, Chief Executive Officer, Warakirri Dairies, Public Hearing, Melbourne 12
September 2011.
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jackaroo/jillaroo positions. A total of 78 surveys for managers were completed;
24 assistant manager and 41 overseer responses were received; and five
jackaroos, 115 stationhands and 32 senior stationhands were represented in
this survey.
6.38

The survey revealed that non‐cash benefits (cars, housing, food and education
expenses) can add nearly a third to base salaries:

Salaries including non‐cash benefits – managers
Bottom 20%
Average
Top 20%
Base salary
$39,022
$56,267
$74,176
Base salary (incl Super)
$42,366
$61,681
$81,021
Value of non‐cash benefits
$13,159
$25,208
$35,518
Total salary package
$55,525
$86,888
$116,539
Non‐cash benefit as % of
23%
28%
31%
total salary
Source: McEachern S, Farmstaff 2008: Finding, keeping and rewarding people in
agriculture, Holmes Sackett and Associates, Wagga Wagga 2008.

6.39

The survey also noted that on the farms surveyed young people could expect
rapid promotion, meaning entry level wages were quickly left behind:
…a career orientated employee will be looking for promotion opportunities
within a reasonably short period of time, say 5‐10 years. The fact that
employment on farms can provide for this is a positive attribute of the
industry and one that should be used to help sell employment
opportunities on farm.34

6.40

Career pathways are discussed in Chapter 10.

6.41

Statistics reliant on Census data do not include full salary packages.35 As such,
they are misleading in suggesting that remuneration in the farming sector is
low. One report witnessed by the Committee listed Agriculture, Forestry and
Fishing as recording the highest number of hours worked and third lowest
median weekly earnings of all Australian industries.36

6.42

According to Mr Lawrence Richmond, this makes it hard to attract young
people to the industry:
There are 619 people employed in agriculture in the Pyrenees shire. There
are about 180 employed in manufacturing, but the remuneration in
manufacturing is twice as much as it is in agriculture. That is only because

34

35
36

McEachern S, Farmstaff 2008: Finding, keeping and rewarding people in agriculture, Holmes
Sackett and Associates, Wagga Wagga 2008.
Ibid.
Skills Info, New Jobs: Employment trends and prospects for Australian industries, Commonwealth
of Australia, Canberra 2010.
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of the way the statistics are reported. Most people are owner‐operators
and they probably only put down their income as $20,000, but what they
are living on when compared to a wage and salary earner is probably more
like $80,000 to $100,000.37

37

38

39
40

41

42
43
44
45

46

6.43

Ms Alexandra Gartmann said that the farming sector needs to be proactive in
advertising the “full benefits” of agricultural work,38 a point also made by
Greater Shepparton City Council.39

6.44

Dr Livingstone40 and Dr Ruth Nettle41 made the important point that wages are
not the only factor considered by young people when choosing careers and
workplaces. Equally important is the management style of the employers and
the workplace conditions. (Human resource management is discussed in
Chapter 8.)

6.45

The Dairy Industry People Development Council says wealth creation
opportunities of workers in the dairy industry – for example, the chance to
build up a herd – also need to be taken into account when young people
discuss remuneration.42

6.46

Many witnesses told the Committee that it is possible to make a very good
living from dairy. Ms Karen Baum, for example, is a dairy farmer who also runs
her own consulting business, Pembroke Rural. Ms Baum said that when she
and her husband began sharefarming they had a net worth of ‐$500. After
several years of hard work, but living what she considers to be a good lifestyle
(holidays etc), she now estimates their worth to be around $700,000.43

6.47

On being successful in the dairy industry, Ms Baum said simply: “It’s possible, is
my message.”44

6.48

Yet according to Mr John Mulvany, these facts are not well known.45 Mr Tim
Cashin, a dairy farmer from Leongatha, argued that young people in Gippsland
need to be made more aware of the good career prospects available in their
own region and that they don’t have to travel to the mines to earn a good
wage.46

Mr Lawrence Richmond, Board Member, Central Highlands Agribusiness Forum, Public Hearing,
Ballarat, 24 August 2011.
Ms Alexandra Gartmann, Chief Executive Officer, Foundation for Rural and Regional Renewal,
Public Hearing, Bendigo, 23 June 2011.
Greater Shepparton City Council, Submission, Number 19, 5 August 2011.
Dr Simon Livingstone, Principal, Marcus Oldham College, Public Hearing, Melbourne, 24 October
2011.
Dr Ruth Nettle, Leader, Rural Innovation Research Group, School of Land and Environment,
University of Melbourne, Public Hearing, Melbourne, 12 September 2011.
Dairy Industry People Development Council, Submission, Number 24, 5 August 2011.
Ms Karen Baum, Director, Pembroke Rural, Public Hearing, Nambrok, 20 September 2011.
Ibid.
Mr John Mulvany, Consultant, ONFARM Consulting, Public Hearing, Leongatha, 21 September
2011.
Mr Tim Cashin, Dairy Farmer, Leongatha South, Public Hearing, Leongatha, 21 September 2011.
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6.49

This was proven when the Committee made a site visit to Anderson’s Dairy just
outside of Nambrok and spoke to Mr Ross Anderson. Mr Anderson, who is in
his early 30s, grew up on the farm before travelling and working throughout his
20s, including in London and Western Australia. He was very positive about the
potential of Anderson’s Dairy to grow its business and for young people to
share in this prosperity. Mr Anderson told the Committee that within four or
five years the apprentice working on the farm may be earning an income of
around $100,000.47

6.50

When questioned as to whose responsibility it is to make more young people
aware of the career possibilities available in the dairy industry, most witnesses
placed the burden squarely on the shoulders of the industry itself.

6.51

Clearly, then, there is a divide between farms that are able to pay high wages in
order to attract young people and those that are not. This is a stark reminder
that governments find it hard to make conclusions and recommendations
about the ‘farming sector’; that is, there is not one sector, rather there are
many types of crops and livestock industries, and many different businesses,
that combine to make up agriculture in Victoria.

6.52

The Committee heard that many farming businesses pay above award rates,
with amounts varying across regions and across industries. Nevertheless to
obtain as clear a picture as possible it is important that accurate and up‐to‐date
data on remuneration figures in the farming sector is available. Currently it is
difficult to obtain this information.

6.53

The Committee encourages the Minister for Agriculture and Food Security to
collaborate with industry to conduct an annual survey of agriculture businesses
across Victoria to collate specific information on remuneration – including full
employment packages – in the Victorian farming sector. This would provide a
better picture on which to base strategy and planning for the sector.

Working in other sectors
‘Agriculture is competing in a crowded market all seeking skilled labour
for their industry. Many of these such as mining and the financial
services industry have huge financial backing to promote their industries
to the marketplace.’ Skillinvest Group.
6.54

47
48

The Committee heard that agriculture in Victoria is losing young people to
higher paying jobs in the mining sector48 or to other trades.49

Mr Ross Anderson, Dairy Farmer, Andersons Dairy, Site Visit, Denison, 20 September 2011.
Mr Ted Gretgrix, Executive Officer, North Central Rural Financial Counselling Service, Public
Hearing, Bendigo, 23 June 2011; Ms Jennifer Grigg, Director Business Development, Sunraysia
Institute of TAFE, Public Hearing, Mildura, 20 July 2011; Mr Ian Campbell, Senior Economic
Development Officer, Wellington Shire Council, Public Hearing, Nambrok, 20 September 2011;
Wimmera Development Association, Submission, Number 37, 5 August 2011; Moorabool Shire
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6.55

Some evidence has shown that around 50 per cent of agriculture, forestry and
fishing businesses have trouble attracting staff when they are recruiting. As a
comparison, with mining this figure is less than 30 per cent.50

6.56

Ms Sarah Parker explained that the skill sets found in agriculture cross over
well to other sectors such as mining, which can make it hard for farmers to
retain young people:
If you are attracting younger workers — say, an apprentice or a trainee —
they often get skill sets through completing their qualifications that allow
them to then go and work in the mining industry. So once they have their
forklift licence, their heavy rigid licence or their machinery licences for
tractors or motor vehicles, they actually have a skill set that is quite
transferable between industries. For the younger ones who are not settled
and do not have any ties to the regions such as assets like a house or a
young family, the attraction of the mining industry is quite high.51

6.57

This point about similar skills sets was also discussed in a Commonwealth
report on the agricultural workforce.52 Indeed, Malcolm even considers it
‘surprising’ that the growth in the non‐agricultural economy hasn’t taken more
workers away from the farming sector.53

6.58

Professor John Martin told the Committee that this competition for labour is an
issue across rural Australia:
Another hat that I wear at the moment is as chair of the Australian Centre
of Excellence for Local Government’s Workforce Development Reference
Group. This very issue that you are dealing with with farmers is an issue
that we are dealing with in local government. The issue that they see in
local government is that people are being stolen from local government —
truck drivers, the people who do the work in local government — to go and
work in the mines at twice the pay that they get in local government. This
is a major issue, so we are looking at the whole demand and supply side of
the equation of people coming to work in local government.54

49

50

51

52

53

54

Council, Submission, Number 60, 17 August 2011; SED Consulting, Workforce Development Plan
for the Victorian Grains and Dairy Industries, Victorian Government, Melbourne 2010.
Wellington Shire Council, Submission, Number 18, 5 August 2011; Hepburn Shire Council,
Submission, Number 21, 5 August 2011; Young Agribusiness Professionals, Victorian Farmers
Federation, Submission, Number 39, 5 August 2011.
Department of Innovation, Industry and Regional Development, Regional Skills and Labour Needs
Survey 2009, Victorian Government, Melbourne 2009.
Ms Sarah Parker, Chief Executive Officer, Murray Dairy, Public Hearing, Shepparton, 3 November
2011.
House of Representatives Standing Committee on Agriculture, Fisheries and Forestry, Skills: Rural
Australia’s Need, Commonwealth of Australia, Canberra 2007.
Malcolm B, ‘Agriculture and agricultural science: where have all the young people gone’, Paper
presented to Young Agribusiness Leaders Summit, Melbourne, 18 August 2010.
Professor John Martin, Director, Centre for Sustainable Regional Communities, La Trobe
University, Public Hearing, Bendigo, 23 June 2011.
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6.59

The Committee believes that this is a further reminder of the need for the
farming sector to develop its attraction and retention methods.

6.60

It may also be the case that farms are competing with each other as they
recover from the drought and attempt to expand their workforces.55 However,
speaking about a survey of dairy workers that she had carried out, Dr Nettle
added that the workers only compared their wages with other dairy farms, not
other sectors:
The people that I interviewed were paid higher than the average pay rates
in the industry for their role and that is important. They were not
comparing what they could get in mining or they were not comparing what
they could get in the factory down the road. When they talked they said,
'I'm paid better than the other dairy farm employee on another farm in my
area,' so they were relating it to their current role.56

55

56

57

58

59

6.61

The report Farmstaff 2008: Finding, keeping and rewarding people in
agriculture states that although agriculture does not need to pay the highest
wages, it must remain competitive with other sectors. The report also points
out that sectors such as mining or energy are for the most part dominated by a
small number of very large companies. This makes comparison difficult as
equivalent positions may not exist in agriculture.57

6.62

Ms Parker added that agriculture should focus on its ability to attract young
people back from the mines once they have earned some money, gained more
skills – which will be equally transferable back to agriculture – and are ready to
settle down to enjoy a better lifestyle.58 In terms of lifestyle in particular there
was agreement among witnesses that the lifestyle offered in the farming sector
is superior to that offered in many other sectors including mining.

6.63

The Committee heard this in its hearings throughout Victoria. It also heard this
during its trip to Western Australia. In Perth, Mr Dexter Davies from the Rural
Business Development Corporation said that while the money available in the
mining sector is attractive, the mining lifestyle – in particular the fly in / fly out
model of employment – may not be, with many people tiring of it after a few
years.59

6.64

The Committee also spoke to Mr Tony Hiscock, Manager of the Alcoa
Farmlands operation in Western Australia. Alcoa Farmlands takes in 50,000
acres of rural landholdings in Pinjarra, Wagerup and Boddington with an annual

Rural Industries Research and Development Corporation, Australia’s Rural Workforce: An analysis
of labour shortage in rural Australia, Rural Industries Research and Development Corporation,
Canberra 2009.
Dr Ruth Nettle, Leader, Rural Innovation Research Group, School of Land and Environment,
University of Melbourne, Public Hearing, Melbourne, 12 September 2011.
McEachern S, Farmstaff 2008: Finding, keeping and rewarding people in agriculture, Holmes
Sackett and Associates, Wagga Wagga 2008.
Ms Sarah Parker, Chief Executive Officer, Murray Dairy, Public Hearing, Shepparton, 3 November
2011.
Hon Dexter Davies, Director, Rural Business Development Corporation, Consultations, Western
Australia, 8 September 2011.
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gross turnover of more than $2.5 million. Mr Hiscock told the Committee that,
within the wider Alcoa company, he receives applications from miners looking
to enter the farming side of the business, as they see it as a rewarding career
and lifestyle package, but sees very few agriculture staff heading the other
way.60

60

61

62

6.65

This issue is covered further in the discussion on lifestyle in Chapter 1 and the
discussion on why young people return to rural areas in Chapter 12.

6.66

The National Farmers’ Federation recognises that agriculture must learn to
cooperate with other sectors in the economy.61 For example, some young
people also combine farm work and work in mining. Mr Dennis Mills, Chairman,
Murray Valley Winegrowers, said that when harvest is finished in Mildura,
young people work in the Pooncarie mines as plant operators, or even as
kitchen hands, attracted by the pay.62

Mr Tony Hiscock, Manager, Alcoa Farmlands, Alcoa of Australia Ltd, Consultations, Western
Australia, 8 September 2011.
National Farmers’ Federation, 2008 Labour Shortage Action Plan, National Farmers’ Federation,
Canberra 2008.
Mr Dennis Mills, Chairman, Murray Valley Winegrowers, Public Hearing, Mildura, 20 July 2011.
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Chapter Seven
Succession planning: planning for the future
Key Messages
 Succession planning is perhaps the most difficult subject for farming families to
discuss – it is about more than inheritance.
 The number of Victorian farms with a succession plan in place needs to increase,
especially as the farming sector continues to age and farm models evolve.
 There is no one succession plan model that suits all farming families.
 Separating land from the business is an important consideration in succession
planning.
 A succession plan should start as early as possible and develop over time.
 Information on succession planning is readily available, but new promotion
methods need to be developed to reach more farmers.

Introduction
“Finding the model is not so much the issue as facilitating the
transition.” Mr Andrew Broad, Melbourne.
7.1

It is very hard to determine the exact number of succession plans in place in
the farming sector in Victoria. It is also not a simple matter of making a
judgement based on numbers: a family may be young or have no children; the
children may have no interest in farming; or the farm may be sold for
retirement. However, there is evidence that suggests that there is a problem
with succession planning in rural and regional Victoria:
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1
2

3
4

5
6

An online survey designed by the Committee for this Inquiry found that
nearly twice as many respondents who grew up on a farm did not have a
succession plan in place as those that did.
As part of its submission, the Central Highlands Agribusiness Forum
included the ‘Primary Producer Skills Audit and Framework 2007’. Only
around half of the respondents to that survey had a succession plan in
place. Reasons for not having one included: lack of time; not knowing how
to do one; having a mental plan but not written down; being too young to
consider retiring.1
SED Consulting says of grains in Victoria: ‘…there appears to be very little
succession planning’. It suggests this may be a result of young grain
farmers choosing careers away from the family farm.2

7.2

Successful pathways to intergenerational management and ownership of
farming land are crucial to the success of the farming sector. In Victoria,
anywhere between 90–99 per cent of farms are family owned.3 Traditionally,
succession planning has been the way in which farm land and businesses have
been passed on to the next generation – and it remains the most common
method.

7.3

However, the combination of a rapidly ageing farming population, evolving
farm ownership models and wider opportunities for young rural people has
seen succession planning become one of agriculture’s major concerns. In
Canberra, Dr Sam Nelson, the National Farmers’ Federation’s Manger Rural
Affairs said that along with education, succession planning is one of the key
issues of concern in the farming sector. He described the lack of succession
planning in the sector as “…a chronic issue”.4

7.4

It appears to be an issue for forestry families as well, in particular for family‐
owned businesses operating in the fields of harvest and haulage, sawmilling,
and farm forestry.5

7.5

It also needs to be kept in mind that farm scale tends to decrease with age;
that is, small farms are dominated by older farmers. This is important as young
people generally will only buy or take over a farm when it has sufficient scale to
provide a good income and rewarding lifestyle.6

7.6

The Committee learnt ways in which succession planning can be done
successfully; it also heard how this process can lead to breakdowns in family
structures and relationships. There is general agreement in the farming sector
that more needs to be done in terms of succession planning. However, how to

Central Highlands Agribusiness Forum, Submission, Number 20, 5 August 2011.
SED Consulting, Workforce Development Plan for the Victorian Grains and Dairy Industries,
Victorian Government, Melbourne 2010.
Exact figures are hard to determine and vary according to the source.
Dr Sam Nelson, Manager Rural Affairs, National Farmers’ Federation, Consultations, Canberra 16
November 2011.
Victorian Association of Forest Industries, Submission, Number 54, 12 August 2011.
Wilkinson R, Barr N and Hollier C, Segmenting Victoria’s Farmers, Department of Primary
Industries, Melbourne 2011.
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achieve higher rates of succession planning in the agricultural sector, and
whose responsibility it is to make this happen, is more difficult to answer.

7
8

9

10

7.7

A diverse farming sector means that there is no ‘one size fits all’ approach to
succession planning. Generally speaking, though, succession planning works
best as a gradual and ongoing process guided by professionals from outside the
family unit.7 As part of the plan young people incrementally receive a growing
portion of a business or business assets (both financial and responsibility) as
they get older. Equally, while parents gradually decrease their role in a way
that does not threaten their identity as farmers, the plan should provide
security and comfort for their retirement.

7.8

In other words, succession planning ideally would aim to meet the financial,
lifestyle and career needs of both older and younger generations.8

7.9

Finance professionals, when devising a succession plan, need to be aware of
the emotional attachment farmers have to their property and business.
Conversely, farmers need to be more aware that making long‐term business
decisions often requires professional detachment.

7.10

The Committee also learnt of the strong link between succession planning and
profitability. In terms of exit points, the farmers most likely to leave farming are
the successful ones.9 When it comes to entry points, profitable farms offer an
attractive lifestyle to young people and offer them a financially viable future in
which any debt taken on can be paid off.10 In other words, both image and
practical issues are addressed. (Profitability is discussed in Chapter 13.)

7.11

A number of possibilities and ideas for succession planning are discussed in this
chapter.

7.12

The provision of opportunities for farmers to be involved in succession planning
sessions or to avail themselves of small grants to conduct session planning have
often been provided by governments. However, the number of people that this
approach has reached is small. The questions remains: how can governments
and the farming sector encourage more farmers to consider succession
planning?

7.13

It is important that young people feel free to raise the issue with confidence
and that parents themselves have the confidence to encourage discussion and
listen to the concerns of their children.

Mr Jack Tucker, Farmer, Maroona, Public Hearing, Dunkeld, 17 October 2011.
Westvic Staffing Solutions, Submission, Number 36, 5 August 2011; Victorian Government,
Submission, Number 70, 31 October 2011.
Gray I, ‘What are the factors affecting the ability of agriculture to attract and retain young
people? A review of the research literature prepared for the Department of Primary Industries,
Victoria’, September 2011.
Ms Paula Gordon, Board Member, Murray Valley Citrus Board, Public Hearing, Mildura, 20 July
2011; Mr Peter Schwarz, Member Southern Region Panel, Grains Research and Development
Corporation, Public Hearing, Shepparton, 3 November 2011; Victorian Government, Submission,
Number 70, 31 October 2011.
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7.14

During a day‐long Youth Forum held by the Committee at Parliament House in
February 2012 succession planning was an important point of discussion among
the young people participating. It was a popular topic of great interest to young
farmers starting out in the sector. This was true not only for those with a family
history in farming but also for young people attempting to understand the
farming business landscape and what the future holds in terms of possibilities
for participation for those without family connections.

7.15

During the discussion at the end of the day the point was raised that succession
planning is about life choices and family relationships as much as it is about
money. It also must be thought of outside of the traditional parameters of
family ownership, in order to be responsive to modern circumstances and
structural adjustment in the sector. Mr Alistair Knight, a student at the
University of Melbourne, made the following point:
We also kept in mind that it is not always succession to another family
member. A farmer might find that all his family, his girls, have gone
elsewhere and no‐one wants to be in agriculture anymore. So the farm
may be transferred to a worker who has worked on the farm, a next‐door
neighbour or a sharefarmer who has done a lot of work there in the past.11

7.16

Ms Alexandra Gartmann also made an interesting point about taking farmers’
natural ability to innovate and applying it to succession planning:
I just wanted to make the point that since agriculture was invented it has
been really innovative and creative and has applied phenomenal
technology and ideas, which makes us a very progressive industry in many
ways in terms of what we can produce from a small area of land. But if we
are still talking about the traditional transfer of land from one generation
to the next in the way that we did it when agriculture was invented, I think
we are forgetting to innovate across the entire agricultural sector.12

7.17

11

12

13

Seafood Industry Victoria’s Ms Renee Vajtauer said that the profile of that
industry is an ageing one. Many operators are fourth or fifth generation
owners, with much of the next generation preferring to pursue careers
elsewhere rather than continue the family business. When asked if the young
people are returning to the family business in their 30s, as seems to be
occurring in the land‐based farming sector, she was of the opinion that this is
not happening in any noticeable way. Nor is Ms Vajtauer aware of any great
focus being placed on succession planning in the fishing industry.13

Mr Alistair Knight, Student, University of Melbourne, Rural and Regional Committee Youth Forum,
Parliament of Victoria, Melbourne, 27 February 2012.
Ms Alexandra Gartmann, Chief Executive Officer, Foundation for Rural and Regional Renewal,
Rural and Regional Committee Youth Forum, Parliament of Victoria, Melbourne, 27 February
2012.
Ms Renee Vajtauer, Project Officer, Seafood Industry Victoria, Public Hearing, Melbourne, 10
October 2011.
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The challenges
“We are aiming to build a business large enough to employ the children
who want to continue in our business.” Ms Nicola Bussell, Beechworth.
7.18

Succession planning remains the main entry and exit point for farming.14
Wilkinson refers to research from the United States of America which found
that farming children were 30 times more likely to follow their parents into
business than children of non‐farming families.15 At least anecdotally, the
Committee heard that this is true in Australia as well.

7.19

Ms Gaye Tripodi told the Committee about an economics course she had
completed run by the University of Melbourne and Massey University in New
Zealand. The course covered succession planning and has proved invaluable to
Ms Tripodi. Ms Tripodi was sponsored by the National Australia Bank:
Our agrimanager at the time could see that I was at a particular point —
the children were getting older and they could see I was swinging but I
needed to bring the children in. We needed to expand the business for it to
be able to support three families but I was not quite sure which direction
to take. It can be very confronting when you want to sit four family
members down. We all have very definite roles in the business, but that
was the best thing I ever did. With that program they brought in speakers
and they helped you. It gave me the absolute clear direction on what was
the best way to approach it for us.16

14

15

16

17
18

7.20

Yet, as with all small or family‐based businesses, succession planning is often
mentioned as one of the most sensitive issues a family will face. It puts financial
questions about fairness and ownership as well as how well families
communicate among themselves under the microscope. These sensitivities are
further challenged by the fact that there is no one correct way of handling
succession planning, with each family taking its own unique approach.

7.21

Mr Mike Carroll from Meat and Livestock Australia also discussed succession
planning, drawing on his experience working for the Rural Finance Corporation.
According to Mr Carroll, another hurdle is the unwillingness of farmers to pay
for succession planning advice – the Committee heard that succession plans
can cost up to $20,00017 – although he did add that most country accountants
have experience in this area and do provide regular advice.18

Gray I, ‘What are the factors affecting the ability of agriculture to attract and retain young
people? A review of the research literature prepared for the Department of Primary Industries,
Victoria’, September 2011.
Wilkinson R, ‘Leaving farming: the experiences of some northern Victorian families’, Department
of Primary Industries Working Paper, January 2010.
Ms Gaye Tripodi, Partner, Murrawee Farms / Vice President, Victorian Farmers Federation
Horticulture Group, Public Hearing, Swan Hill, 21 July 2011.
Mr Scott Dimond, Cattle and Potato Farmer, Mollongghip, Public Hearing, Ballart, 24 August 2011.
Mr Michael Carroll, Director, Meat and Livestock Australia, Public Hearing, Melbourne, 24
October 2011.
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7.22

The Victorian Farmers Federation President, Mr Andrew Broad, spoke at length
to the Committee about succession planning, agreeing that although it is a very
important area there is no one model that suits all farming businesses.
According to Mr Broad, the recent shift in the nature of family farming
businesses (as discussed throughout this Report) makes succession planning
both increasingly complicated and increasingly important.19

7.23

Mr Broad added that in his view succession plans have three requirements that
they must provide every family member: financial stability; a sense of purpose;
and a sense of being valued. In this way, succession planning is about much
more than inheritance.

7.24

Mr Broad confirmed that succession planning is a big concern for many young
farmers. Of particular concern are issues around communication, such as how
to raise the subject with parents who may not be in a hurry to discuss their
retirement and hand over the family farm.20

7.25

In Beechworth, Mr Tony Shirley, a rural financial counsellor from Goulburn
Murray Hume Agcare, said that although succession planning is becoming more
common across agricultural families, it is growing from a very small base and
more families need a succession plan in place. He agreed that as well as
questions about financial equality for family members, succession planning is
as much a communication issue.

7.26

Mr Shirley added that the farming sector needs to break the cycle of families
being unable to talk about succession planning:
A lot of the older generation had big issues when they took over the farm
when they were younger. History is going to repeat itself, because they
cannot handle the issues and problems associated with it, so they tend to
do nothing. What happened to them when their dad passed away is going
to happen to their family, which is very sad.21

7.27

Mr Russell Murphy seemed to personify the approach to succession planning
that is an example of Mr Broad’s earlier points about accommodating the
expectations of two generations. Although keen to work on a succession plan
to give his son Jonathan a clear path to owning the business, he also light‐
heartedly hinted at a future of ‘semi‐retirement’ when he said:
I wish I had had the opportunity that he has when I was 33, but he is there.
I do not necessarily want to retire. I will probably still go up there and
annoy him, but that is the way it is. 22

7.28

19

20
21

22

Gray argues that this idea of ‘semi‐retirement’ is more common in Australia
than in other countries.23 The Committee also notes Wilkinson’s observation:

Mr Andrew Broad, President, Victorian Farmers Federation, Public Hearing, Melbourne, 24
October 2011.
Ibid.
Mr Tony Shirley, Rural Financial Counsellor, Goulburn Murray Hume Agcare Ltd, Public Hearing,
Beechworth, 4 August 2011.
Mr Russell Murphy, Owner, Murphy Fresh, Public Hearing, Mansfield, 5 August 2011.
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‘The idea of retirement as “giving up work” is the product of an urban industrial
culture that has little meaning to the farm family business.’24
7.29

This also links to the idea of ‘retirement in farming’ discussed in Chapter 4.
Indeed, as the Victorian Government submission notes, some older farmers
free of debt earn just enough income to ‘get by’. Many of these farmers then
place the choice of whether to continue farming or not squarely on the
shoulders of their children:
They are also released from the pressure to make way from the next
generation, because while willing to remain in farming under such
conditions themselves, many routinely discourage their children from
taking on the farm. Instead they encourage them to seek an education and
alternative careers elsewhere in the economy. It is therefore the next
generation – the young – who makes the decision to transfer their labour
out of agriculture.25

7.30

In Mansfield, Mr Don Howie described a typically complicated situation on his
family’s property. At D H Howie and Sons a succession plan was begun in 2003,
deciding how best to pass on the business to four sons, two of whom are not
working on the farm. Mr Howie spoke of a common occurrence in farming
when he told the Committee about his 77‐year‐old father who simply wants to
continue farming.26

7.31

Mr Brad Parks, who also described his own father as being semi‐retired, said
that succession planning is very difficult, with fathers in particular feeling
threatened by the process. He provided the Committee with an interesting
analogy to explain just how difficult the process can be:
We had assistance through our accountant and we had a specialist come in
to help us, and he related a lot of stories to get the point across, because
my father is a very headstrong person. One story I remember that I
thought was fantastic was, ‘You’re at the Calgary Stampede and you’re in
the chuckwagon. Your dad is up the front and he has got the reins. You’ve
got a team of six horses out the front, and you and your brother are sitting
in the back. He’s got the whip and he’s racing around the track, and every
time he comes past the start‐finish line, he looks over the back and says,
‘Just one more lap and then you boys can get up here!’. He said, ‘That just
goes on forever! You never actually get up there’. He said, ‘What you have
to do is get up there with him, but do not push him off or out of the wagon
or make him get in the back — get up there with him’, and that was a very
difficult point. I can remember talking with my father, and he just flatly
refused — ‘I will not retire, I will not retire’. Then we said, ‘We don’t want

23

24

25
26

Gray I, ‘What are the factors affecting the ability of agriculture to attract and retain young
people? A review of the research literature prepared for the Department of Primary Industries,
Victoria’, September 2011.
Wilkinson R, ‘Leaving farming: the experiences of some northern Victorian families’, Department
of Primary Industries Working Paper, January 2010.
Victorian Government, Submission, Number 70, 31 October 2011.
Mr Don Howie, Partner, DW Howie and Son / Secretary, Mansfield Victorian Farmers Federation,
Public Hearing, Mansfield, 5 August 2011.
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you to retire. We want you to stay and help us’, and then he said, ‘Well I
might retire!’. As soon as the threat was gone, he was okay.27
7.32

The importance of preventing this feeling of threat taking hold among older
farmers was also raised by Mr Andrew Saunders in Horsham.28

7.33

These experiences tie in with one of Mr Broad’s three requirements for
successful succession plans: that they must provide farmers with a sense of
purpose.

7.34

Ensuring financial stability through a succession plan is not straightforward. For
one, providing for parents’ retirement may be beyond the financial means of a
young farmer with little equity.29 Another problem arises when farmers try to
determine how best to divide their farms equally among a number of siblings
(and possibly partners), especially when some children want to continue
farming while others do not.

7.35

Gray argues that the involvement of land in the equation is what makes
succession planning in agriculture unique compared to other sectors.30
Frequently, farming families have ‘solved’ the problem of equal sharing of
assets by splitting land equally among all family members. Ms Narelle Forrest
told the Committee that her family farm has already been split twice,31 while
Mr Charlie Lovick in Mansfield said that his family farm has been “…broken up
pretty well”.32 In the Lovick’s case, this resulted in some parts of the family
turning to tourism to maintain the family business.

7.36

Unfortunately, while this can be done in a way that simply transfers part
ownership of a property to a young farmer, splitting farms may lead to the
remaining parcels of land being too small to be profitable.33 (Farm size is
discussed in Chapter 8.)

7.37

This was explained by Mr Simon Tickner:
…we have a culture generally with family farms where we work very hard
for one/two, maybe three generations, and then tend to pull the whole
thing apart, split it down to, perhaps, a third of its size and then start again

27

28

29
30

31
32
33

Mr Brad Parks, President, Mansfield Agribusiness Group / General Manager, Parkseeds, Public
Hearing, Mansfield, 5 August 2011.
Mr Andrew Saunders, Board Member and Director, Wimmera Development Association, Public
Hearing, Horsham, 23 August 2011.
Mr Mark Hooper, Farmer, Alpine Dorpers, Public Hearing, Beechworth, 4 August 2011.
Gray I, ‘What are the factors affecting the ability of agriculture to attract and retain young
people? A review of the research literature prepared for the Department of Primary Industries,
Victoria’, September 2011.
Ms Narelle Forrest, Farmer, Rosstulla Holdings, Public Hearing, Beechworth, 4 August 2011.
Mr Charlie Lovick, Mountain Cattleman, Lovicks, Public Hearing, Mansfield, 5 August 2011.
Mr Carl Fraser, Rural Financial Counsellor, Goulburn Murray Hume Agcare Ltd, Public Hearing,
Beechworth, 4 August 2011; Ms Suzanne Ryder, Submission, Number 51, 12 August 2011.
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and lose those scaled efficiencies that inevitably happen over time and are
needed for the sector to remain viable.34

34

35
36
37

38

39

40
41

42

7.38

Mr Chris Walsh did suggest that one solution is for families to sell the business
in increments to the next generation, thereby making the purchase financially
affordable while also ensuring older generations maintain an ongoing role in
the business should they wish.35 Both Mr Walsh and Mr James Peddie36 pointed
out that because much of the value of a business is tied up in fixed assets, in
particular land, sharing the value equally among family members while keeping
the business viable is challenging. (Incremental selling is also discussed in
Chapter 4.)

7.39

On a similar line, many witnesses spoke about the benefits of family farms
separating land from businesses when devising their succession plans. This
offers young people an entry point into farming businesses.37

7.40

Also similar was Mr Tickner’s suggestion that in cases where only one member
of a family wants to continue farming the non‐farming members should be
financially compensated by becoming shareholders of the business.38 This long‐
term view prevents the problem of farm land being divided among family
members to the point of being unviable.39

7.41

Agribusiness Yarra Valley says this approach offers young people ‘…ownership,
challenge, responsibility and the associated rewards’.40

7.42

Both Mr Carl Fraser41 and Ms Helen McGowan42 were clear in stating that
sometimes the best decision for a farming family may in fact be to sell the
business. When this is the case, although naturally upsetting for the family
involved, it does not automatically mean the family has failed. Rather it is a
pragmatic decision based on sound business facts.

Mr Simon Tickner, Board Member, Wimmera Development Association, Public Hearing, Horsham,
23 August 2011.
Mr Chris Walsh, Director, Access Farming Pty Ltd, Public Hearing, Dunkeld, 17 October 2011.
Mr James Peddie, Prime Lamb Producer, Yalunga, Public Hearing, Dunkeld, 17 October 2011.
Dr Kristy Howard, Agricultural Consultant, Inspiring Excellence, Public Hearing, Beechworth, 4
August 2011; Ms Robyn Gulline, Director of Finance and Information Technology, Gulline Farmers,
Public Hearing, Horsham, 23 August 2011; Mr Ben Reeve, Recruitment Manager, Mike Stephens
and Associates, Public Hearing, Ballarat, 24 August 2011; Mr Ross Svenson, Beef and Sheep
Farmer, Leongatha, Public Hearing, Leongatha, 21 September 2011; Mr Peter Schwarz, Member
Southern Region Panel, Grains Research and Development Corporation, Public Hearing,
Shepparton, 3 November 2011.
Mr Simon Tickner, Board Member, Wimmera Development Association, Public Hearing, Horsham,
23 August 2011.
This is also discussed in: Gray I, ‘What are the factors affecting the ability of agriculture to attract
and retain young people? A review of the research literature prepared for the Department of
Primary Industries, Victoria’, September 2011.
Agribusiness Yarra Valley, Submission, Number 55, 14 August 2011.
Mr Carl Fraser, Rural Financial Counsellor, Goulburn Murray Hume Agcare Ltd, Public Hearing,
Beechworth, 4 August 2011.
Ms Helen McGowan, Lawyer, Transpiration, Public Hearing, Beechworth, 4 August 2011.
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7.43

Succession planning was mentioned by several witnesses as being an important
business management skill.43 Mr Peter Schwarz told the Committee that the
Grains Research Development Corporation provides support for grains
businesses developing a succession plan, including those who want to split the
land from the business. Mr Schwarz thought that more family businesses in the
grains industry need to develop a succession plan.44

7.44

Further, more encouraging evidence was provided by the Principal of Marcus
Oldham College, Dr Simon Livingstone, who told the Committee that the
College runs a succession planning workshop every year for graduating
students and their parents. Dr Livingstone said the workshop is always well
attended.45

Start early
“It’s probably taken 150 years of bad experiences for the family to wake
up that it is important.” Mr Chris Draffin, Ballarat.

43

44

45

46

47
48
49

7.45

Several witnesses told the Committee that many farming families leave their
succession plans until too late – that is, succession is only considered when
there is family illness or financial difficulty.46 In cases such as this what to do
with the farm then becomes an inheritance issue more than a succession
issue.47

7.46

Mr Doug James, a farmer from Bungeet, told the Committee of his “difficult
and painful” experience with his father’s succession plan. Mr James was
determined that, in his case, history would not repeat itself with his son. To
break the cycle, Mr James set up a succession plan in the form of a new
business structure for the farm that gave his son financial security and
independence within the family business. Of starting the process early he said:
“That was quite easy. I thought it was easy.”48

7.47

As with Mr James, Mr Lovick also began a succession plan early for his family,
to avoid repeating the mistakes of early generations.49 The Committee heard
from his daughter, Ms Kellie Purvis, who stated that the security provided by

Mr Simon Tickner, Board Member, Wimmera Development Association, Public Hearing, Horsham,
23 August 2011; Mr Peter Schwarz, Member Southern Region Panel, Grains Research and
Development Corporation, Public Hearing, Shepparton, 3 November 2011.
Mr Peter Schwarz, Member Southern Region Panel, Grains Research and Development
Corporation, Public Hearing, Shepparton, 3 November 2011.
Dr Simon Livingstone, Principal, Marcus Oldham College, Public Hearing, Melbourne, 24 October
2011.
Mr Simon Tickner, Board Member, Wimmera Development Association, Public Hearing, Horsham,
23 August 2011; Mr Andrew Broad, President, Victorian Farmers Federation, Public Hearing,
Melbourne, 24 October 2011.
National Centre for Farmer Health, Submission, Number 43, 8 August 2011.
Mr Doug James, Farmer, Bungeet, Public Hearing, Beechworth, 4 August 2011.
Mr Charlie Lovick, Mountain Cattleman, Lovicks, Public Hearing, Mansfield, 5 August 2011.
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the succession plan was vital in giving her the confidence to start her career in
agriculture.50
7.48

Mr Shirley provided a theoretical example of how this early approach may work
in practice:
A prime example of succession planning is that of a young son who is
fortunate enough to be on a farm where he can be supported. The plan is
that some time in the future he will take over; he is not ready to take over
yet. We might change the structure where it is a family trust — obviously
with the advice of accountants — to allocate him 20 per cent of the
business so he feels like he is part of the business, not just an employee.
Dad is a bit more committed to him, because he is part of the business, but
he still has control of the business. Changing the structure, even if it may
not make a lot of difference for tax purposes or whatever, makes a lot of
difference, particularly to an individual. As the son gets more experience
and shows commitment he may be allocated 40 per cent to the stage
where eventually he may get 50 per cent or 60 per cent.51

7.49

And as Mr Tucker told the Committee, the process need not be a hard one:
I should have mentioned that we did our succession plan really early on,
and we are in the fortunate position that I only have one brother and we
are both mad keen on farming, so it was easy.52

7.50

However, Mr Dimond has yet to create a succession plan with his family, saying
that to do so would be expensive due to several generations and sides of the
family having a stake in the business:
I do not really expect the old man to give the farm to my brother and me. I
have two sisters too, so I know there has to be some sort of plan so that I
can, hopefully, start buying the land off my father or my uncle or whatever.
I do not want to be sitting here in another 5 or 10 years without any
ownership of land. Otherwise it will come to a point where I will be up for
$5 million if my father dies and suddenly I will have to pay out my brothers
and sisters who will inherit the farm as well.53

50
51

52
53
54

7.51

Of course, such complications as those presented by Mr Dimond make the
need for succession planning even stronger. However, the Committee does
appreciate the complex nature of family relationships. As Mr Peddie told the
Committee: “I get on well with Dad, but not when we are working together.”54

7.52

Providing financial security – commonly expressed as ‘getting your hands on
the cheque book’ – also acts as a signal to young people that they are a trusted
part of the family business. This helps young farmers feel that they have a

Ms Kellie Purvis, Horse and Cattle Farmer, Lovicks, Public Hearing, Mansfield, 5 August 2011.
Mr Tony Shirley, Rural Financial Counsellor, Goulburn Murray Hume Agcare Ltd, Public Hearing,
Beechworth, 4 August 2011.
Mr Jack Tucker, Farmer, Maroona, Public Hearing, Dunkeld, 17 October 2011.
Mr Scott Dimond, Cattle and Potato Farmer, Mollongghip, Public Hearing, Ballart, 24 August 2011.
Mr James Peddie, Prime Lamb Producer, Yalunga, Public Hearing, Dunkeld, 17 October 2011.
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future in the business.55 In fact, Gray argues that the absence of a succession
plan impedes the motivation of young farmers.56
7.53

The Committee notes that not all families need to have a succession plan in
place; for example, those with very young children. Generally though,
succession planning should begin as early as possible. Farmers also need to
realise that succession planning is an ongoing process – as family and business
circumstances change, and young people take on more responsibility, so should
the plan.57

7.54

Templemore Partners described their plan as a “constantly evolving” one that
reflects changes among the family and the business itself.58

Snapshot: Doug James, Beechworth
Doug runs a prime lamb
and cropping enterprise
in the same area around
Bungeet that his family
has farmed for 130
years. In 2009, Doug
won the Department of
Primary
Industries
sustainable
farming
award for the Goulburn–
Broken region at the
Victorian
Landcare
Awards, for introducing
pasture cropping to his
farm. Pasture cropping is the process of sowing crops into living perennial pasture.
Doug spoke to the Committee about the succession plan he had put in place when one
of his four children decided on a career in farming:
My son did an apprenticeship as an electrician, which I encouraged too. He finished
that and then he decided he would do some travelling and working. He had an
incredible experience for a couple of years working overseas in the Middle East and
America. But the last thing he said when he left to get on the plane to leave us was,
‘Don’t sell the farm, Dad, because I will be back one day’. So I guess that was a very
important sentence for me to hear, because whilst I love the farming and continue the
passion, it was comforting to think that even though he was going off to do other
things, it was what he wanted to return to. I guess that was a big impetus for me to
put certain things in place to ensure that there was a continuing viable operation for
55

56

57
58

The Potter Rural Community Research Network, RMIT University, Submission, Number 33, 5
August 2011; Wimmera Development Association, Submission, Number 37, 5 August 2011.
Gray I, ‘What are the factors affecting the ability of agriculture to attract and retain young
people? A review of the research literature prepared for the Department of Primary Industries,
Victoria’, September 2011.
Mr Matt Glowrey, Dairy Farmer, Glowrey Dairy Farm, Public Hearing, Swan Hill, 21 July 2011.
Templemore Farm, Site Visit, Murtoa, 23 August 2011.
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him to come back to…he could see that I had worked hard to make sure that it was a
viable business that he could come back to.
Mr James is a passionate advocate of succession planning for all farmers.

Available advice
“We got all the advice off the clever people in the world, and it was
good and it was not good.” Mr Frank Ryan, Timboon.
7.55

The Committee is aware that governments cannot force people to develop a
succession plan. As well, governments need to be careful that financial support
for succession planning doesn’t end up simply causing an oversupply of
consultants facing an undersupply of clients.

7.56

Ms Helen McGowan, a lawyer from the Albury Wodonga Community Legal
Service with many years’ experience in succession planning, spoke at length
about the subject in Beechworth. She suggested that state governments have
been inconsistent in their financial support of succession planning programs
over a large number of years. This, she believed, makes it very difficult to gain
any momentum in promoting succession planning among the farming
community.59

7.57

Ms McGowan also argued that industry itself can do more to improve
succession planning, suggesting that peak farmer groups are well placed to
encourage succession planning and act in a brokerage role by directing farmers
to skilled accountants, lawyers and family counsellors. This encouragement is
needed because farmers are generally reticent about instigating this process.60

7.58

The Committee has heard from Professor Sue Kilpatrick about groups such as
the Victorian Farmers Federation being trusted sources of information for
farmers. 61

7.59

Ms McGowan said that in her experience succession planning is most
successful when three strategies are in place:




59
60
61

62

Conversations are held in a neutral, safe space (which could be online)
Conversations are carried out between small groups
Professionals and families work together over a period of time (that is, it is
an ongoing process).62

Ms Helen McGowan, Lawyer, Transpiration, Public Hearing, Beechworth, 4 August 2011.
Ibid.
Professor Sue Kilpatrick, Research Professor of Regional Communities, Alfred Deakin Research
Institute, Deakin University, Public Hearing, Dunkeld, 17 October 2011.
Ms Helen McGowan, Lawyer, Transpiration, Public Hearing, Beechworth, 4 August 2011.
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7.60

Dr Kristy Howard also told the Committee of the time she spent, before her
current career, working at the Department of Primary Industries. Dr Howard
said that during her time staff were expressly prohibited from mentioning
succession planning to farmers:
…it was an area of work where DPI categorically said, ‘We do not work with
farmers on this. They have to go and work privately’. A lot of the programs
that governments have funded have not included succession planning; it is
actually written, ‘This money is not to be spent on succession planning’,
and yet I think it is one of the biggest issues we have.63

63

64

65

66

67
68

7.61

However, in Mr Broad’s view, the state government’s financial support to
young people – in the form of the Young Farmers First Farm Grant, the stamp
duty exemption as part of the Assistance for Young Farmers package and the
Young Farmers Finance Scheme – facilitates succession planning.64

7.62

Mr Tickner suggested that the state government consider requiring recipients
of government financial assistance – excluding emergency relief – to
demonstrate that they have a succession plan in place.65

7.63

The Committee also acknowledges that the state government is wary of
extending financial support for succession planning workshops, believing that
new approaches need to be developed that make traction with the farmers
who traditionally have been immune to the succession planning message.66

7.64

As Minister Walsh told the Committee: “…the people who need to get [to
succession planning workshops] are the people that never go to these
things.”67

7.65

Several witnesses suggested that although there are private service providers
and the onus is on families to take responsibility for developing their own plan,
the state government could do more to promote both the need for succession
planning and what good succession plans contain.68

7.66

The role of government is discussed further in Chapter 13.

7.67

Participants at the Rural and Regional Committee’s Youth Forum in February
2012 discussed succession planning at length. The focus group looking at the
issue made a number of suggestions revolving around the role of the state

Dr Kristy Howard, Agricultural Consultant, Inspiring Excellence, Public Hearing, Beechworth, 4
August 2011.
Mr Andrew Broad, President, Victorian Farmers Federation, Public Hearing, Melbourne, 24
October 2011.
Mr Simon Tickner, Board Member, Wimmera Development Association, Public Hearing, Horsham,
23 August 2011.
The Hon Peter Walsh MP, Minister for Agriculture and Food Security, Minister for Water, Victoria
Government, Public Hearing, Melbourne, 5 December 2011.
Ibid.
Mr Nick Gowans, Water and Climate Adaptation Officer, Department of Primary Industries, Public
Hearing, Ballan, 24 August 2011; Ms Alana Johnson, Farmer, Benalla, Committee Workshop,
Melbourne, 15 August 2011; Mr Nigel McGuckian, Management Consultant, RMCG Consultants,
Committee Workshop, Melbourne, 15 August 2011.
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government in encouraging the take‐up of succession planning, using
promotional tools and financial incentives:
Youth Forum Recommendation 14
That the state government develop a succession planning toolkit, recognising
that succession planning will not necessarily be based around family ties. The
toolkit could be placed online, emailed to farmers, as well as mailed out and
handed out at field days.
Youth Forum Recommendation 15
That the state government fund the production and distribution of beer
coasters promoting the importance of succession planning.
Youth Forum Recommendation 16
That the state government require a succession plan to be in place before
providing grants to farmers.
Youth Forum Recommendation 17
That the state government provide stamp duty concession to farmers with a
succession plan in place, recognising that succession planning will not
necessarily be based around family ties.
7.68

A number of the Committee’s key findings reflect the perspective of the Youth
Forum participants. One key finding is that information on succession planning
is widely available. However, promotion of the importance of succession
planning and where to find information needs to be ongoing and innovative if it
is to reach more people. A second key finding is that a succession plan should
start as early as possible and develop over time.

7.69

These findings have led to the following recommendations:

Recommendation 21
 That the state government consolidate its efforts towards increasing awareness of
the importance of succession planning in the agricultural sector through:
 Supporting the introduction of succession planning into tertiary education subjects
 Increasing funding incentives for succession planning, including conducting
campaigns promoting the importance of succession planning, delivered by the
Department of Primary Industries
 Introducing a succession planning element to the Department of Primary
Industries’ presence at agricultural field days.

Recommendation 22
That the state government include a succession plan as a requirement for any financial
assistance (other than disaster assistance) which it provides to farmers.
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Chapter Eight
The workplace
Key Messages
 Human resource management skills are becoming increasingly important as the
farming model evolves.
 High staff turnover is a large financial cost for businesses.
 Human resource management has not been a traditional strength of the farming
sector, but practices are improving as businesses strive to become ‘employers of
choice’.
 The agricultural workforce values the same working conditions as other sectors,
including flexible hours and the chance to experience jobs across the whole
economy.
 Supporting the health of farmers is important to sustaining the farm sector
workforce.
 The increasing size of farms is another driver of the need for improved human
resource management skills.
 Amenity farming can increase the price of land as well as offer management
opportunities for young people.
 Corporate farms offer good wages and career opportunities for young people.

Introduction
8.1

As the Committee visited different farms around Victoria – and some members
recounted their own experience as farmers and living on farms – it became
clear that the farm in Victoria represents different things to different people.
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8.2

For many the farm is primarily their family home or the place they grew up and
return to, or perhaps the place where they visited their grandparents and
enjoyed a taste of country life. For others it is primarily their workplace where
they go to earn a living working for a farming business.

8.3

Obviously, farms in Victoria are all of these things. Corporate farms often
include a residence and family farms often include a separate base for the
business.

8.4

This chapter deals with the farm as a modern workplace where compliance
issues, safety, human resource management and good workforce practices are
the primary focus. The message is clear: successful farm businesses separate
the issues surrounding the workplace and aim to be employers, and
workplaces, of choice.

Farm size
8.5

The table below contains the farm sizes of some of the witnesses the
Committee heard from at its public hearings. It gives an example of the wide
variety of family farm sizes in Victoria.

Examples of family farm sizes in Victoria
Farmer
Region
Ann Young
Swan Hill
Nicola Bussell
Beechworth
Don Howie
Mansfield
Stephen Bennett
Mildura
Nathan Free
Swan Hill
Narelle Forrest
Beechworth
Mark Hooper
Beechworth
Doug James
Beechworth
Mark Ritchie
Mansfield
Russell Murphy
Mansfield
Erin Johns
Horsham
Robyn Gulline
Horsham
Scott Dimond
Ballarat
Ross Svenson
Leongatha
8.6

1

Size
90 acres, plus her son has 33 acres
1,000 acres
1,800 acres
65 acres
600 acres
1,000 acres
Own 500 acres and lease 600 acres
2,500 acres
6,000 acres
250 acres
1,000 acres over two farms
4,000 acres
1,500 acres
2,500 acres

Historically, Victoria’s fertile soils allowed farm blocks to start small and
continue to be sub‐divided while remaining viable.1 This, as the Committee has
heard, is no longer the case, with the evidence showing that farms must grow if
they are to remain viable. In fact, it is not only a matter of growing in size to
meet economies of scale, but small farms can get caught in a downward spiral.

Ms Claire Penniceard, Director and Owner, The Pig Pen Pty Ltd, Public Hearing, Beechworth, 4
August 2011.
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This involves finding it difficult to pay wages, invest in the skill development of
their staff and technology, and pay off debt.2

2
3

4

5
6

7

8
9

8.7

Put simply: ‘…farm scale is critical to farm profitability’.3

8.8

We are now at the end of the wave of post‐war soldier settlement land
releases.4 Economies of scale and the pressures of productivity are forcing farm
sizes to increase. This is acknowledged in the Victorian Government
submission,5 with reference to the work done by Neil Barr.6 Barr in fact uses
the rough estimate of the number of farms halving each generation.7 Central
Highlands Agribusiness Forum refers to predictions that the number of farms in
Australia will decrease from 175,000 in 1987 to 100,000 in 2020, stating: ‘The
losses have been mostly among smaller and less efficient farms.’8

8.9

This does not preclude the fact that technology and more scientifically
sophisticated farming will also allow growth in productivity on smaller farms.
(Amenity farming is discussed below.)

8.10

Some view the decrease in the number of farms as evidence of a decline in
agriculture or proof of market failure. However, this would only be the case if
farms were not being bought by other farmers expanding their operations.

8.11

In fact, land under production in Australia has remained roughly the same at
around 415 million hectares.9 The Victorian Government submission observes

Agribusiness Gippsland, Submission, Number 64, 15 September 2011.
Rural Industries Research and Development Corporation, Successful Land Leasing in Australia: A
guide for farmers and their advisors, Rural Industries Research and Development Corporation,
Canberra 2003.
Ms Fiona Weigall, Manager Major Projects and Economic Development, Public Hearing, Lakes
Entrance, 13 December 2011.
Victorian Government, Submission, Number 70, 31 October 2011.
Also: Ms Alexandra Gartmann, Chief Executive Officer, Foundation for Rural and Regional
Renewal, Public Hearing, Bendigo, 23 June 2011; Dr Louise Harvey, Chief Executive Officer,
Bendigo Institute of TAFE, Public Hearing, Bendigo, 23 June 2011; Ms Gaye Tripodi, Partner,
Murrawee Farms / Vice President, Victorian Farmers Federation Horticulture Group, Public
Hearing, Swan Hill, 21 July 2011; Mr Anthony Chapman, Seeds Manager, Wimmera Grain
Company, Public Hearing, Horsham, 23 August 2011; Mr Lawrence Richmond, Board Member,
Central Highlands Agribusiness Forum, Public Hearing, Ballarat, 24 August 2011; Mr Nick Gowans,
Water and Climate Adaptation Officer, Department of Primary Industries, Site Visit, Ballan, 24
August 2011; Mr Jack Tucker, Farmer, Maroona, Public Hearing, Dunkeld, 17 October 2011; Mr
Peter Schwarz, Member Southern Region Panel, Grains Research and Development Corporation,
Public Hearing, Shepparton, 3 November 2011; SMARTimbers Cooperative, Submission, Number
28, 5 August 2011; House of Representatives Standing Committee on Agriculture, Fisheries and
Forestry, Skills: Rural Australia’s Need, Commonwealth of Australia, Canberra 2007; Davison S, ‘A
career in agriculture – what does the future hold?’, Farm Institute Insights, February 2011;
National Farmers’ Federation, 2008 Labour Shortage Action Plan, National Farmers’ Federation,
Canberra 2008; The Allen Consulting Group, Rebuilding the Agricultural Workforce: Report to the
Business/Higher Education Round Table, The Allen Consulting Group, Melbourne 2012.
Barr N, The House on the Hill: The transformation of Australia’s farming communities, Halstead,
Sydney 2009.
Central Highlands Agribusiness Forum, Submission, Number 20, 5 August 2011.
Rural Industries Research and Development Corporation, Successful Land Leasing in Australia: A
guide for farmers and their advisors, Rural Industries Research and Development Corporation,
Canberra 2003.
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that agriculture production in Australia has almost tripled over the past 40
years, even though the number of farms has halved.10 In Victoria, the number
of dairy farms decreased from around 11,500 in 1979/80 to just under 5,500 in
2008/09. In that period, the Victorian herd remained roughly the same at just
over one million cows, meaning the average herd size per farm basically
doubled. As well, production nearly doubled, due to improved genetics,
pasture management and supplementary feeding practices.11 This shows the
importance of research and development, as discussed in Chapter 13.
8.12

Clearly then, there is no link between overall productivity and farm numbers.
However, governments must consider social issues as well as economic issues
and falling farm numbers is obviously a precursor of a decreasing rural
population.

8.13

Several witnesses spoke to the Committee about farm size in terms of its
impact on rural communities. For example, Ms Joanne Theodore said: “Big
farms just keep getting bigger; the smaller farms, the neighbour buys them and
they are gone.”12

8.14

Ms Norma Sutherland, a third generation farmer from the Shepparton region,
discussed consolidation with the Committee, raising concerns about a declining
agricultural workforce and the threat which that poses to the long‐term
viability of regional Victoria:
We have expanded our properties, and lots of families have done that. You
have half a dozen major farmers with probably nothing less than 2,000
acres, or 900 hectares. That means less people. Families are smaller. We
used to have family sizes of nine or seven. We do not have those family
sizes now, so that alters your rural community.13

10
11

12
13

14

8.15

Mr Kevin Sutton, a farmer who has spent more than 50 years on the land,
raised similar concerns, as he has observed his neighbours becoming fewer in
number while the size of farms increases. For Mr Sutton this is not a positive
development. Rather, much like Ms Sutherland, Mr Sutton sees it as a threat to
his region, telling the Committee that there were 180 children at Stanhope
Primary School when he attended, a number that now sits at around 40.
Indeed, Mr Sutton’s negative perception of large farms in his region shapes his
gloomy view of the future of the whole farming sector in Victoria.14

8.16

Meat and Livestock Australia’s Mr Mike Carroll viewed consolidation as simply
a reality of the marketplace:

Victorian Government, Submission, Number 70, 31 October 2011.
SED Consulting, Workforce Development Plan for the Victorian Grains and Dairy Industries,
Victorian Government, Melbourne 2010.
Ms Joanne Theodore, Sharefarmer, Princetown, Public Hearing, Timboon, 18 October 2011.
Ms Norma Sutherland, Grain Property Owner, Shepparton, Public Hearing, Shepparton, 3
November 2011.
Mr Kevin Sutton, Member, Campaspe Concerned Citizens, Public Hearing, Shepparton, 3
November 2011.
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I think what is unfortunate and a reality is that, for us to compete on the
global markets in which we play, we have to be super‐efficient, and one of
those factors is around scale and so farms have, over the course of many
decades, got larger. We have mechanised things. The tractors are bigger,
the rotary dairies have ever more cows, and all that sort of thing. When
you get that scale effect happening and that labour efficiency happening,
we do not need the numbers of people that we needed 50 years ago. That
is, I think, an unfortunate reality of the way markets work and drive down
the price of food and push us to become more and more productive.15
(The effect of technology on job numbers is also discussed in Chapter 9.)
8.17

In fact, many farmers that the Committee spoke to during this Inquiry had
expanded their business or were planning to.16 It is an important business skill
to know the right size for each farming business, even for corporates, as Mr
Nathan Goonan explained:
What we find and probably what has led us to draw the conclusion that the
sweet spot is probably somewhere under 1,000 cows is that we can get
very good managers for a herd of 500 cows and we struggle to find a really
good manager for someone who can milk 1,000 cows. It is significantly
complex and it seems there is a threshold, if it is somewhere between 800
and 1,000 cows, where the complexity of the business becomes such that
you are really talking about another class of manager.17

8.18

The Committee notes that some small farms do generate large enough profits
to allow the owners to reach Barr’s ‘farming dream’ – such as those operating
in niche markets.18 As well, other small farms are designed to generate small
profits that supplement the owners’ main income.19

Human resource management skills
“The solution comes down to investing in people to support people.” Dr
Danielle Auldist, Leongatha.
8.19

15

16

17

18

19

Managing and developing staff is a key component of modern farm businesses.
It is becoming increasingly important with the growing number of non‐family

Mr Michael Carroll, Director, Meat and Livestock Australia, Public Hearing, Melbourne, 24
October 2011.
Ms Ann Young, Director, NorthEd International College, Public Hearing, Swan Hill, 21 July 2011;
Mr Lawrence Richmond, Board Member, Central Highlands Agribusiness Forum, Public Hearing,
Ballarat, 24 August 2011; Ms Nicola Bussell, Farmer, Alpine Dorpers, Public Hearing, Beechworth,
4 August 2011; Mr Don Howie, Partner, DW Howie and Son / Secretary, Mansfield Victorian
Farmers Federation, Public Hearing, Mansfield, 5 August 2011; Mr Mark Nevill, Dairy Farmer,
Mepunga, Public Hearing, Timboon, 18 October 2011.
Mr Nathan Goonan, Chief Executive Officer, Warakirri Dairies, Public Hearing, Melbourne 12
September 2011.
Victorian Government, Submission, Number 70, 31 October 2011; Harvey N, ‘Why are young,
educated Americans going back to the farm?’ Turnstyle, 1 August 2011.
Wellington Shire Council, Submission, Number 18, 5 August 2011.
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members on farms (as discussed below), the ongoing use of contractors, the
corporatisation of farming (including the family farm), the increasing
professional nature of the farming workforce and the changing expectations of
young people working on the family farm.
8.20

Farmers recognise this and want to develop and improve their skills in this
area. They realise that farming is no different to other sectors with regard to
what workers want: good pay and conditions, good hours, and training and
development opportunities.

8.21

The importance of professional employment practices is obvious in an
economy experiencing labour shortages and where industries are competing to
attract and retain young people. Agriculture in Victoria is no different. A
number of witnesses told the Committee that attracting young people to their
businesses is not always easy or straightforward.20

8.22

Hollonds lists the human resource management skills agricultural employers
need to attract and retain staff as:





8.23

However, a 2009 survey found that agriculture in general underperforms in
areas of human resource management. For example:




8.24

20

21

22

23

Professional job advertisements / position descriptions (as discussed in
Chapter 3)
Staff appraisals and performance reviews
Training and development
Remunerations packages.21

48 per cent of all agriculture, forestry and fishing businesses had a business
plan that addressed workforce planning issues such as current and future
staffing requirements, succession planning or skills gap analysis, a
significantly lower rate than for all sectors combined (58 per cent)
A 2009 survey found 71 per cent of all agriculture, forestry and fishing
businesses had formal performance management procedures in place,
lower than for all sectors combined (79 per cent).22

As a comparison, 63 per cent of all mining businesses had a business plan that
addressed workforce planning issues such as current and future staffing
requirements, succession planning or skills gap analysis, while 84 per cent of
mining businesses had formal performance management procedures in place.23

Mr Tom de Steiger, Branch Manager, Elders, Hamilton, Public Hearing, Dunkeld, 17 October 2011;
Mr Mark Nevill, Dairy Farmer, Mepunga, Public Hearing, Timboon, 18 October 2011.
Hollonds J, ‘Human resource needs for the Australian agricultural industry’, Literature Review,
2011.
Department of Innovation, Industry and Regional Development, Regional Skills and Labour Needs
Survey 2009, Victorian Government, Melbourne 2009.
Ibid.
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Snapshot: Minto Pastoral Company, Mansfield
Minto Pastoral Company is a sheep grazing and cattle trading enterprise whose main
production focus is breeding and finishing quality prime lamb for the domestic and
export markets. This is achieved on a number of properties, being a blend of freehold
and lease. These properties have been purposefully put together for both grazing
value and climatic variation, as well as future sub‐division potential. They are home to
a 30,000 strong flock of merino and cross‐bred sheep.
The Minto Pastoral enterprise is run as three divisions: Northern (three properties
located between Balranald and Ivanhoe in western New South Wales making up
130,000 acres); Eastern (4,000 acres of leased land from TRUenergy, which makes up
the ‘buffer zone’ around the TRUenergy Yallourn Coal Mine in the La Trobe Valley);
and Central (properties at Mansfield and Violet Town, and up to 10,000 acres of cereal
stubble agistment throughout Victoria and New South Wales). While essentially these
divisions are dictated by geographical locales, they also each have very different
functions, each integral to the overall linked production chain.
Each division is its own cost centre, with the manager having their own stock
schedules and budget to work toward and achieve. They are supported by their own
staff, vehicles, plant and equipment. Some sharing occurs sporadically between
divisions for efficiency, primarily capitalising on the season‐dependent systems varying
between divisions, thereby enabling them to internally supply themselves with casual
labour for activities such as shearing and lamb marking.
Minto Pastoral’s production model is a combination of geographical spread (thereby
avoiding climatic risk) and value‐adding lambs by finishing strategies. Each division is
set‐up to expand as it goes, acting on opportunities that may present themselves in
their regional vicinities. The company employs ten full‐time staff, four part‐time staff
and casual staff.

Incentives for human resource management

24

25
26

8.25

Dr Ruth Nettle told the Committee that the cost to a business of replacing a
staff member every 12 months is that person’s salary. She estimated that staff
turnover in the Australian dairy industry is costing the sector anywhere
between $100–$200 million annually.24 The Dairy Industry People Development
Council says the cost is $30 million per year.25

8.26

This high turnover is often referred to as ‘churn’.26

8.27

In Leongatha, Mr Neil Baker, an agricultural scientist and researcher, said that
as well as financial cost, the large amount of work associated with high staff

Dr Ruth Nettle, Leader, Rural Innovation Research Group, School of Land and Environment,
University of Melbourne, Public Hearing, Melbourne, 12 September 2011.
Dairy Industry People Development Council, Submission, Number 24, 5 August 2011.
Wimmera Development Association, Submission, Number 37, 5 August 2011.
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turnover impedes farmers’ enjoyment of farming. To this can be added skill
gaps and the damage to productivity caused by the need to retrain staff.27
8.28

Mr Dale Scott argued that the dairy industry in Gippsland has difficulty with
high staff turnover. He ascribed this situation to two factors: the industry
attracting early school leavers who struggle with the skills needed to work on a
dairy farm; and the long hours and split shifts expected of young people
starting out in the industry:
If you look at our local paper today, you will probably see half a dozen ads
for positions vacant for milking cows on farms. Most of those positions will
get filled, but in six months time or less those same positions will be
available again…28

8.29

Human resource management also involves training, with industry
professionals stating that farmers are better off training their staff than trying
to replace them with more skilled workers.29

8.30

Mr Nathan Goonan told the Committee about the financial benefits of a stable
workforce. Mr Goonan said that the cost to Warakirri Dairies of replacing a
manager is $100,000. It was his view that Warakirri Dairies avoids the high
costs associated with frequently replacing staff through paying high wages and
offering good working conditions.

8.31

Part of these working conditions includes giving staff time off to complete
certificates in agriculture, either at the National Centre for Dairy Education –
Australia or South West TAFE. However, Mr Goonan admits this is not easy,
even for a business the size of Warakirri Dairies.30

8.32

Training is discussed in more detail in Chapter 9.

Not a traditional strength
“The whole HR issue does not come naturally to me.” Mr Mark Ritchie,
Mansfield.
8.33

27
28

29

30

31

The Committee heard that traditionally human resource management has not
been a strength of the farming sector.31 It can be seen as a distraction from the

Mr Neil Baker, Agricultural Scientist, Kalimna, Public Hearing, Nambrok, 20 September 2011.
Mr Dale Scott, District Council President, United Dairy Farmers Victoria, Public Hearing, Nambrok,
20 September 2011.
Mr Ben Reeve, Recruitment Manager, Mike Stephens and Associates, Public Hearing, Ballarat, 24
August 2011; Gippsland Water, Submission, Number 58, 16 August 2011.
Mr Nathan Goonan, Chief Executive Officer, Warakirri Dairies, Public Hearing, Melbourne 12
September 2011.
Mr Craig Halliday, Head of School, Design and Sustainability, Bendigo Institute of TAFE, Public
Hearing, Bendigo, 23 June 2011; Ms Robyn Gulline, Director of Finance and Information
Technology, Gulline Farmers, Public Hearing, Horsham, 23 August 2011; Mr Ben Reeve,
Recruitment Manager, Mike Stephens and Associates, Public Hearing, Ballarat, 24 August 2011;
Mr Neil Baker, Agricultural Scientist, Kalimna, Public Hearing, Nambrok, 20 September 2011; Dr
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‘real’ – hands‐on – business of farming and is frequently avoided, even though,
as discussed above, high staff turnover has been proven to be very expensive.
It is far more efficient to employ the correct person.
8.34

Ms Kay Antony told the Committee that, generally speaking, farmers need help
in developing their human resource management skills:
I know I sometimes think, ‘We could put someone on’, and then you think,
‘It’s going to be a hassle training them. I don’t have time. I have got this to
go to, and I have got the kids. How am I going to put the time into training
them?’. I think farmers need a lot of support. They perhaps need someone
to come to the farm and train people.32

32

33
34

35

8.35

In Western Australia, Mr Joe Castro told the Committee that he does not enjoy
the business management side of running a successful farming operation,
which he considered to be employing people and meeting regulatory
requirements. It was Mr Castro’s view that this is not what attracted him to the
agricultural sector, telling the Committee: “It takes me away from farming.”33

8.36

Mr Ben Reeve, a rural recruitment specialist, told the Committee that in his
experience explaining human resource management to agricultural businesses
has been difficult. He pointed out two elements that are important for
managers to remember. Firstly, employers need to understand that they must
work at attracting and retaining staff. Secondly, employers should not just
expect workers to remain loyal to them without any reward.34

8.37

The quote above from Mr Ritchie captures the thoughts of many farmers. Yet,
it should be noted that even though human resource management may not
come naturally to Mr Ritchie, he is committed to ensuring the work at Delatite
Grazing is interesting, the working conditions are good and that his staff are
paid well.35

Danielle Auldist, Executive Officer, GippsDairy, Public Hearing, Leongatha, 21 September 2011; Mr
Frank Ryan, Dairy Farmer, Timboon, Public Hearing, Timboon, 18 October 2011; Mr Robert
Sonogan, Submission, Number 6, 26 July 2011; Golden Plains Shire Council, Submission, Number
14, 4 August 2011; McEachern S, Farmstaff 2008: Finding, keeping and rewarding people in
agriculture, Holmes Sackett and Associates, Wagga Wagga 2008.
Ms Kay Antony, Dairy Farmer and Director, Warrnambool Cheese and Butter / Director, WestVic
Dairy / President, Portland Branch, United Dairy Farmers, Public Hearing, Dunkeld, 17 October
2011.
Mr Joe Castro, Farmer, Castro Farms, Consultations, Western Australia, 8 September 2011.
Mr Ben Reeve, Recruitment Manager, Mike Stephens and Associates, Public Hearing, Ballarat, 24
August 2011.
Mr Mark Ritchie, Manager, Delatite Grazing Pty Ltd, Public Hearing, Mansfield, 5 August 2011.
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Changing expectations
“We have all been family farms – mum‐and‐dad operations, maybe with
the son on the farm – and now we have moved into employment being a
major part of our business.” Mr Matt Glowrey, Swan Hill.
“Good staff, no matter what business you work in, are hard to find and
are your most important asset.” Ms Georgina Gubbins, Timboon.

36

37

38

39
40
41

8.38

The Committee heard from farmers who rarely have trouble attracting and
retaining staff, which they partly ascribe to their commitment to providing
professional employment conditions.36

8.39

Dr Simon Livingstone, Principal at Marcus Oldham College, argued that the top
20 per cent of farmers are distinguished by their good human resource
management skills, part of which is paying good wages to a skilled workforce.37

8.40

Mr Andrew Broad of the Victorian Farmers Federation was clear that, in
general, farming businesses need to become better employers. The Victorian
Farmers Federation is considering ways in which it can help farmers better
understand issues such as compliance and competitive pay rates. On
occupational health and safety, Mr Broad argued that there has been a big
improvement in risk awareness across the farming sector, but there remains
much room for improvement.

8.41

Mr Broad explained that some farmers struggle with human resource
management for the simple reason that they are not used to employing
people. With farms in Australia traditionally being small family‐run businesses,
farmers have been, in Mr Broad’s words, “…masters of their own
kingdoms…”.38

8.42

This means that they may lack the appropriate skills for employing staff. In fact,
the time when farming businesses employ their first staff member has been
described as a “seismic jump”.39 The Gardiner Foundation says dairy farms’
employing non‐family members is a ‘completely new and foreign skill’.40

8.43

Other witnesses also commented on the ‘family nature’ of the agricultural
sector – Mr Barr made the point that there is a direct correlation in farming
communities between strong families and successful farming enterprises41 –

Ms Robyn Gulline, Director of Finance and Information Technology, Gulline Farmers, Public
Hearing, Horsham, 23 August 2011; Templemore Farm, Site Visit, Murtoa, 23 August 2011;
Dr Simon Livingstone, Principal, Marcus Oldham College, Public Hearing, Melbourne, 24 October
2011.
Mr Andrew Broad, President, Victorian Farmers Federation, Public Hearing, Melbourne, 24
October 2011.
Mr Mike Weise, Executive Officer, WestVic Dairy, Public Hearing, Timboon, 18 October 2011.
Gardiner Foundation, Submission, Number 22, 5 August 2011.
Barr N, ‘Thinking about young farmers’, Paper presented to the Committee, Bendigo, 23 June
2011.
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pointing out that many family members sacrifice wages for their work in
expectation of eventually inheriting the business.42
8.44

The Committee notes that for many farms finances dictate the need to employ
family members at wages lower than they would have to pay non‐family
members.43 The suggestion is that use of family labour is an inherent part of
many a farm’s business model.44

8.45

However, evidence shows that this shift towards an increased reliance on non‐
family members is widespread. For example, Mr Alex Arbuthnot, Chairman of
Agribusiness Gippsland, told the Committee of a changing model, away from
small family farms to large farms employing non‐family members:
When I came here 30 years ago there were 600 farms in the Macalister
irrigation district. I believe there are 200 now. I think in 10 years time there
will be 100…Whereas the traditional farm when I started here was a
husband‐and‐wife farm, the farm owner now employs a range of
consultants.45

42

43
44

45

46

47

48

8.46

The Committee also heard that the vast majority of farming businesses in
Corangamite – about 70 per cent – now employ staff other than family
members.46 Ms Pauline Brightling told the Committee that in 2004, 30% of
Victorian dairy farms employed non‐family workers; by 2011 that figure had
risen to 70%.47

8.47

Ms Brightling argued that this evolution is a direct consequence of the increase
in farm size. The Committee also engaged in an in‐depth discussion on how
consolidation is affecting the horticulture industry in northern Victoria. Mr John
Wilson suggested that horticulture is going through a “generational change”.48

8.48

Mr Andrew Plunkett, the Chairman of Fruit Growers Victoria, expanded on this
statement, explaining that whereas local families traditionally filled supervisory
management roles on farms, the gradual increase in farm size over the last ten
years means this is no longer the case. He added that his family company

Ms Alexandra Gartmann, Chief Executive Officer, Foundation for Rural and Regional Renewal,
Public Hearing, Bendigo, 23 June 2011; Mr Ted Gretgrix, Executive Officer, North Central Rural
Financial Counselling Service, Public Hearing, Bendigo, 23 June 2011.
Ashley Park Farm Pty Ltd, Submission, Number 56, 15 August 2011.
Gray I, ‘What are the factors affecting the ability of agriculture to attract and retain young
people? A review of the research literature prepared for the Department of Primary Industries,
Victoria’, September 2011.
Mr Alex Arbuthnot, Chairman, Agribusiness Gippsland, Public Hearing, Nambrok, 20 September
2011.
Mr Ian Gibb, Director Sustainable Development, Shire of Corangamite, Public Hearing, Timboon,
18 October 2011.
Ms Pauline Brightling, Program Leader People in Dairy, Dairy Australia, Public Hearing,
Melbourne, 12 September 2011. The state government submission (Victorian Government,
Submission, Number 70, 31 October 2011) quotes research stating that in 2004, 35 per cent of
Australian dairy farms employ people other than the owner‐operator; this figure jumped to 72
per cent in 2010.
Mr John Wilson, General Manager and Secretary, Fruit Growers Victoria Ltd, Public Hearing,
Shepparton, 3 November 2011.
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employs 140 staff, including ten supervisory management positions filled by
non‐family members. 49
8.49

Mr Plunkett made an interesting point when revealing that many of these
supervisory positions are held by workers from New Zealand. He ascribed this
to the fact that this change to employing non‐family members has already
happened in New Zealand – perhaps as far back as 20 years ago – meaning a
bigger pool of skilled labour exists in that country.50

8.50

Dr Ruth Nettle from the University of Melbourne said this increased reliance on
non‐family labour in the farming sector means that the farming workforce of
the future will no longer be characterised by the intergenerational transfer of
the past. Instead, it will turn more towards labour sourced from outside the
family business, such as contractors.51 (Contracting is discussed in Chapter 4). It
has also been suggested that farms are becoming increasingly reliant on hired
labour as more young people seek employment and lifestyles away from the
family farm.52

8.51

Mr Patrick Murphy spoke about the way in which the traditional role played by
farmers – that of independent decision‐makers – makes it hard for them to
become good employers. He told the Committee about a Pyrenees Shire
Council program aimed at improving the human resource management skills of
farmers, including recruitment practices, so that young farmers become an
integral part of farming businesses. It is hoped that this program will improve
relationships between younger and older farmers in the region:
What we are focusing on is building the skills of a farmer as a
communicator, in succession planning, and as somebody who is capable of
taking a young person who has the skills and building on them within a
plan of the farm’s development so that the farmer is then able to spend
more time in the value‐adding exercises of marketing, the production
cycle, the varieties that are taken on and start to focus on the business
rather than exclusively the day‐to‐day operational activities, so there is a
process of education there so that farmers can become active employers.53

8.52

49

50
51

52

53

54

Mr Wayne Robertson of Westvic Staffing Solutions spoke of his experience in
teaching human resource management skills to farmers. Mr Robertson told the
Committee about the ‘In2Dairy’ program54 and the skills he taught the
employers involved in this program. While these skills were certainly lacking,

Mr Andrew Plunkett, Chairman, Fruit Growers Victoria Ltd, Public Hearing, Shepparton, 3
November 2011.
Ibid.
Dr Ruth Nettle, Leader, Rural Innovation Research Group, School of Land and Environment,
University of Melbourne, Public Hearing, Melbourne, 12 September 2011.
House of Representatives Standing Committee on Agriculture, Fisheries and Forestry, Skills: Rural
Australia’s Need, Commonwealth of Australia, Canberra 2007; Geldens P, ‘Out‐migration: young
Victorians and the family farm’, People and Place, Vol 15, No 1, 2007.
Mr Patrick Murphy, Executive Officer, Central Highlands Agribusiness Forum, Public Hearing,
Ballarat, 24 August 2011.
For more on In2Dairy see: www.thepeopleindairy.org.au/projects/in2dairy.htm.
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Mr Robertson said that the farmers were very receptive to his advice and keen
to improve their human resource management skills.55
8.53

Further to Hollonds’ evidence earlier, Dr Nettle expanded on what leading
employers offer staff:









8.54

Higher than average pay rates in industry for their role
Flexible work hours
Limited weekend hours and very long shifts
Training and development opportunities
Feedback and appreciation for a job well done
Individual attention to career development and mentoring
An enjoyable work environment with good facilities
Varied work.56

Dr Nettle elaborates on what these mean:
You could look at that list and say all of us would want these things, there
are no surprises there, but what I found is that people were getting these
things on those farms that had a reputation for retaining people. All of
these things were offered, not one or two of them. To me that speaks to
the real importance to current farm employers of career pathways, future
farm business ownership and attracting and retaining people.57

55

56

57
58

59
60

8.55

In this sense, agriculture is clearly no different to any other sector. Successful
farming businesses able to attract and retain young people will be those that
offer not only good wages but rewarding work and conditions as well.

8.56

One of the advantages agriculture has over other sectors is its ability to offer
young people roles that contain a great deal of responsibility. For example, as
Mr Anthony Chapman pointed out, managing even a small farm can mean a
young person taking responsibility for a multi‐million dollar business. 58

8.57

As the Committee has heard throughout this Inquiry, such responsibility is
attractive to young people. This was confirmed by two young witnesses, Mr
Jonathon Alexander59 and Ms Carlie Harrington, the President of Victorian
Young Farmers.60 Both Mr Alexander and Ms Harrington specifically mentioned
the responsibility they have in their work as a key attraction. This is something
that any promotional campaign that is developed by government or in
partnership with industry would do well to highlight.

Mr Wayne Robertson, Group Training Operations Manager, Westvic Staffing Solutions, Public
Hearing, Timboon, 18 October 2011.
Dr Ruth Nettle, Leader, Rural Innovation Research Group, School of Land and Environment,
University of Melbourne, Public Hearing, Melbourne, 12 September 2011.
Ibid.
Mr Anthony Chapman, Seeds Manager, Wimmera Grain Company, Public Hearing, Horsham, 23
August 2011.
Mr Jonathon Alexander, Student, Murtoa College, Public Hearing, Horsham, 23 August 2011.
Ms Carlie Harrington, President, Victorian Young Farmers, Public Hearing, Ballarat, 24 August
2011.
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8.58

Dr Nettle added that successful farms no longer view resource management as
an equity‐based model; rather it is a labour‐based model. This implies that
successful farming businesses are those that dedicate their resources as much
to the development of their workforce as to the growth of their equity.61

8.59

McEachern proposes that the characteristics of a good farming workplace are:





They run a profitable farm
Capital allocation is rational and understood by staff
They welcome input from employees and implement ideas
They provide professional development opportunities.62

8.60

These add to the picture provided by Dr Nettle above.

8.61

Ms Pat Thorburn, Chief Executive Officer, Mildura and District Education
Council added that the farming sector has to acknowledge the workplace
expectations of young people, in particular career flexibility and a management
style that is more akin to ‘coaching’ than the traditional hierarchy of ‘boss’ and
‘worker’.63

Flexible hours
8.62

One of the most enduring images of the farming sector is that of long, inflexible
work hours. A recent survey found that only half of agriculture, forestry and
fishing businesses considered providing flexible working hours as an effective
staff retention tool.64

8.63

However, this is not the case everywhere. Mr James Clark employs two full‐
time workers and two casual workers in his own contracting firm. Mr Clark told
the Committee that, along with making work as enjoyable as possible and
providing ongoing training to boost the skills of his staff, the key to being a
good employer is flexibility. Mr Clark said that this ability to be flexible is aided
by working in a small rural community:
…I think I know probably a bit about their out‐of‐work life and that sort of
thing. I can work in around that, they can work in around me, and I think
we have just come to a good understanding just by building up a good

61

62

63

64

Dr Ruth Nettle, Leader, Rural Innovation Research Group, School of Land and Environment,
University of Melbourne, Public Hearing, Melbourne, 12 September 2011.
McEachern S, Farmstaff 2008: Finding, keeping and rewarding people in agriculture, Holmes
Sackett and Associates, Wagga Wagga 2008.
Mr Pat Thorburn, Chief Executive Officer, MADEC Community College, Public Hearing, Mildura, 20
July 2011.
Department of Innovation, Industry and Regional Development, Regional Skills and Labour Needs
Survey 2009, Victorian Government, Melbourne 2009. Flexibility is also discussed in: National
Farmers’ Federation, 2008 Labour Shortage Action Plan, National Farmers’ Federation, Canberra
2008.
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relationship with them and making coming to work enjoyable and that sort
of thing, it does work out very worthwhile.65
8.64

Mr Mark Nevill, who employs three staff on his dairy farm in Mepunga, also
described how he tries to offer conditions that match “the real world” as much
as possible. As such Mr Nevill is unique to the dairy industry with his employees
working a 40 hour week and having every second weekend off:
…we wanted to be big enough to employ people so everyone could have
time off and have a lifestyle and change this view that if you are a dairy
farmer, you do not get time off; you are 24/7. That was our goal…Our team
includes staff plus myself. Two of them are on a 40‐hour week. They get
four days off a fortnight and a three‐day weekend every second weekend.
We try to give them a life. If they finish milking by six o’clock, they can go
home to their family. We try to structure it as close as we can to what
everyone else in the real world is trying to do.66

65

66
67
68
69

70

8.65

The Dairy Industry People Development Council makes a similar argument
about agriculture’s need to match working conditions elsewhere.67

8.66

Mr Matt Glowrey, a dairy farmer in Swan Hill, was another employer to offer
his workers flexibility in the hours they work, as well as a five‐day week. Mr
Glowrey did add that split shifts – milking early in the morning and late in the
afternoon – are actually an advantage for many local women, who like to be at
home during the day with their children.68

8.67

Other positives of split shifts, such as studying or playing sports during the day,
were also mentioned by Ms Sarah Parker69 and Ms Sophie Hester. Ms Hester
added that good employees have the ability to mould their business structure
around their best employees’ skills and interests “…so you have a good
employee who wants to stay and you want them to stay at your business”.70

8.68

In general, though, it was suggested that dairy farms have more success
retaining apprentices and trainees if they can offer them the choice of either
‘normal’ hours or split shifts. A key finding of the Committee is that the
profitability of a farm business depends as much on skilled and motivated staff
as it does on good business management. A further key finding is that
productive and profitable businesses that offer good working conditions are
successful in attracting and retaining staff.

Mr James Clark, Coordinator, South Gippsland Agribusiness Professionals, Public Hearing,
Leongatha, 21 September 2011.
Mr Mark Nevill, Dairy Farmer, Mepunga, Public Hearing, Timboon, 18 October 2011.
Dairy Industry People Development Council, Submission, Number 24, 5 August 2011.
Mr Matt Glowrey, Dairy Farmer, Glowrey Dairy Farm, Public Hearing, Swan Hill, 21 July 2011.
Ms Sarah Parker, Chief Executive Officer, Murray Dairy, Public Hearing, Shepparton, 3 November
2011.
Ms Sophie Hester, Diary Farmer, Mepunga, Public Hearing, Timboon, 18 October 2011.
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Snapshot: Chris Stoney, Mansfield
Prior to starting Minto Pastoral Company Chris founded and ran the tourist trail ride
operation, ‘Bluff and Beyond Trail Rides’, through the Victorian High Country from
1986 to 2002. During this time, Chris also managed his family’s cattle on their high
country leases and home properties and studied grazing techniques through
BeefCheque and FM500 groups. Chris has travelled extensively throughout most
regional areas in Australia and is a graduate of the Rabobank Executive Development
Program.
Chris told the Committee about how important it is for farm business to be an
‘employer of choice’:
If they are a young person, we
do not send them out
drenching sheep all day in the
stinking hot sun on their own;
we make sure there are three
or four of them. They will get
twice as many sheep done and
it is still enjoyable because
they are doing it with other
people…it is making it an
enjoyable workplace and
making them feel like they are
achieving something.
Chris believes that people are the most important part of any business.

Employer of choice
“So when you start to look at this whole issue of attracting and retaining
young people to work in farms, one of the key issues is: are they an
employer of choice?” Professor John Martin, Bendigo.
8.69

The Committee first heard the phrase ‘employer of choice’ in its first public
hearing in Bendigo. Professor John Martin, who has conducted research on the
dairy industry, chose to focus on just one issue for his contribution to this
Inquiry because of his view that it is of primary importance. He posed the
question as to why young people in rural areas would chose to work on a farm
as opposed to another business.

8.70

It was Professor Martin’s view that most farmers welcome advice in becoming
better employers:
Farmers, by and large, in my experience, want to be seen to be good
farmers; there is no dispute there whatsoever. They do not always know
how to do it. If you challenge them, you have to be a little bit careful
because there are a whole lot of habits and traditions that they have that
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they do not know are not necessarily good practice around employment
and being an employer of choice for young people or older people.71
8.71

Professor Martin’s key message is: “How do we find ways to identify what is
good practice and how to get that word out to other farmers?”72

8.72

McEachern adds:
Employers who can offer career development opportunities, ensuring that
the employee is qualified to move to a higher position as quickly as
possible will provide value to an employee over and above the salary. This
employer becomes an employer of choice.73

8.73

The Victorian Government submission refers to ‘employer of choice’ as ‘…a
focus on improving businesses’ ability to attract and retain employees and to
bring out their full potential’.74

8.74

In Mansfield, Mr Chris Stoney stated he has to be an employer of choice to
overcome labour shortages in rural areas. He explained some of the ways in
which Minto Pastoral Company takes care of its staff:
We have this work ethic of work hard, play hard. All of our blokes love a
drink and a carry‐on at night; it is all camaraderie. It is a challenge to see
how many lambs they can mark a day or whatever, and they love it. They
are good people and they all have fun together and what have you. If they
are a young person, we do not send them out drenching sheep all day in
the stinking hot sun on their own; we make sure there are three or four of
them. They will get twice as many sheep done and it is still enjoyable
because they are doing it with other people…
We try to have that sort of environment. We make sure we have plenty of
staff get‐togethers. They are often pretty impromptu. We do a staff day or
a couple of staff days. We did a trip and saw a couple of B‐double loads of
our lambs killed down in Colac last year. We took everyone down there. All
the blokes came down from up north and the fellows from Gippsland. It
was just as important for them to get to know each other a bit as to see
their lambs killed and be able to understand the work they are doing.75

8.75

71

72
73

74

75

In Canberra, Mr Niel Jacobsen was another to state that businesses in the
farming sector can do more to become ‘employers of choice’, arguing that

Professor John Martin, Director, Centre for Sustainable Regional Communities, La Trobe
University, Public Hearing, Bendigo, 23 June 2011.
Ibid.
McEachern S, Farmstaff 2008: Finding, keeping and rewarding people in agriculture, Holmes
Sackett and Associates, Wagga Wagga 2008.
Victorian Government, Submission, Number 70, 31 October 2011. The Victorian Government also
notes the discussion on employers of choice in AgriFood Skills Australia, 2011 Environmental Scan
of the Agrifood industry: Australia’s regions, Australia’s future, AgriFood Skills Australia, Canberra
2011.
Mr Chris Stoney, Managing Director, Fox Ag, Public Hearing, Mansfield, 5 August 2011.
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attracting and retaining staff are two sides of the same coin. He stated: “If you
can’t retain people, you’ll never be able to attract them.”76
8.76

Mr Jacobsen also drew the Committee’s attention to a recent publication from
the Department of Primary Industries in New South Wales, Working with
People in Agriculture. The book is part of the Department’s ‘Ag Guide Business
Series’ and is designed ‘… to assist owners, managers and others find more
information and implement new strategies …’ around human resource
management.77

8.77

Young people attending the Rural and Regional Committee’s Youth Forum
agree with the importance of agricultural businesses being employers of
choice:
Youth Forum Recommendation 18
That the state government develop a best practice accreditation program for
employers in the farming sector to publicly acknowledge employers of choice.
Youth Forum Recommendation 19
That the state government develop a best practice education program for farm
employers.
Youth Forum Recommendation 20
That the state government develop a work experience program involving
accredited farm employers.

Recommendation 23
As a means of promoting good employment practices in agriculture that the state
government sponsor an Employer of Choice in Agriculture Award on an annual basis.

76

77

Mr Niel Jacobsen, General Manager, Regional Strategies and R&D Adoption, AgriFood Skills
Australia, Consultations, Canberra, 16 November 2011.
Ibid.
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Snapshot: Ben Reeve, Ballarat
Ben is in charge of Human Resource
Management and Recruitment at Mike
Stephens and Associates. The business has a
strong focus on careers within farm
businesses (mainly broadacre grazing and
cropping operations), ranging from farm
management positions through to entry level
positions. Other services offered include:
human resource management planning;
performance reviews; tailored training
delivery; and salary reviews.
Over recent years, Ben has worked regularly
with employers, employees and potential
employees, developing a good understanding
of employment relationships within farm
businesses. In his view, this comes down to
explaining to farm business owners and managers how they can become ‘employers
of choice’, as well as helping young people understand how to acquire the experience
and skills needed for farm management careers.

‘Job hopping’

78

79

80
81

8.78

Another important point to note here is that human resource management in
the modern economy must recognise young people’s predisposition to ‘job
hopping’; that is, working in one position, one company or even one sector for
a short number of years before moving on.78

8.79

Barr discusses this process in terms of ‘adjustment decisions, arguing that
young people have invested less of their life in agriculture – both in career and
financial terms – and have more time to take advantage of a career outside of
farming. This makes it an easier decision not to follow in the parents’
footsteps.79

8.80

Some research suggests that young people try as many as 15 jobs by the time
they turn 30.80 This makes them different as a workforce to their employers81
but does not necessarily reflect poorly on the value of their contribution.

8.81

It may be the fact that this trend is just as prevalent at larger companies but
has a bigger impact on a small business less able to adapt to frequent change in

North West Municipalities Association, Submission, Number 50, 12 August 2011; McEachern S,
Farmstaff 2008: Finding, keeping and rewarding people in agriculture, Holmes Sackett and
Associates, Wagga Wagga 2008.
Barr N, The House on the Hill: The transformation of Australia’s farming communities, Halstead,
Sydney 2009.
Campaspe Shire Council, Submission, Number 29, 5 August 2011.
Mr Chris Shearer, Treasurer, Agribusiness Gippsland, Public Hearing, Nambrok, 20 September
2011.
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its workforce. (Mr Mike Weise stated that the size of dairy farms means that
most young people interested in career progression have no choice but to work
on a number of farms in order to progress.82) Regardless, farming businesses
must factor in this knowledge about the expectations of young people when
planning their workplaces.
8.82

The Committee heard anecdotally that farmers can be unwilling to train young
people for fear that they will quickly leave for a new job ‘up the road’. Aside
from the benefits of a well‐trained workforce, the industry needs to do more to
make employers aware of the fact that this ‘job hopping’ is increasingly
common – and that they are just as likely to employ someone trained on a farm
‘down the road’.

Dairy is a leader

82
83

84

85

86

8.83

Representatives of the dairy industry were enthusiastic contributors to this
Inquiry wherever the Committee went in regional Victoria. The Committee
heard about a number of workforce development initiatives in this industry
which have created a culture of valuing and developing people. For example:
The People in Dairy; and the National Centre for Dairy Education – Australia.83

8.84

There may be lessons in the approach of this industry that could be considered
by other industries in agriculture.84

8.85

The Committee is aware that, despite offering many rewards a career in dairy
does entail very hard work. As Mr Scott pointed out, there are times when
dairy farmers are required to push themselves hard and put in long hours,
which can test even the most harmonious of employer–employee
relationships.85

8.86

Mr Baker conducted research into the dairy industry’s ability to attract and
retain young people which found that human resource management skills have
been poor in the past.86 However, Mr Baker has noticed an improvement in
recent times and the Committee also heard evidence on ways in which the
National Centre for Dairy Education – Australia is working with industry to
provide advice on the employment practices best suited to young people. The
National Centre for Dairy Education – Australia delivers human resource

Mr Mike Weise, Executive Officer, WestVic Dairy, Public Hearing, Timboon, 18 October 2011.
The People in Dairy see: www.thepeopleindairy.org.au; The National Centre for Dairy Education –
Australia see: www.ncdea.edu.au. These are also discussed in the Gardiner Foundation’s
submission (Gardiner Foundation, Submission, Number 22, 5 August 2011) and the submission
from the Dairy Industry People Development Council (Dairy Industry People Development
Council, Submission, Number 24, 5 August 2011).
Mr Greg Hallihan, Executive Officer, Primary Skills Victoria, Public Hearing, Melbourne, 10
October 2011; Mr Nathan Edwards, Dairy Farmer, Casterton, Public Hearing, Dunkeld, 17 October
2011.
Mr Dale Scott, President, United Dairy Farmers Victoria, Public Hearing, Nambrok, 20 September
2011.
Mr Neil Baker, Agricultural Scientist, Kalimna, Public Hearing, Nambrok, 20 September 2011.
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management courses as either full qualifications or individual skill sets or
‘building blocks’ (as discussed in Chapter 9).87
8.87

According to Ms Brightling, people are now seen as the most important
component of successful dairying. This, she said, differs from the past when the
major focus was on what could be considered ‘scientific production’ factors,
such as genetics, developing high‐yield grass etc.88

8.88

As such, the People in Dairy program approaches workforce development in
two ways:




How to make workplaces more attractive – examples of activities include
building an online resource kit around best practice; setting up a Diploma
in Human Resource Management Dairy; developing workshops and
employer awards; and working closely with the National Centre for Dairy
Education – Australia
Industry programs – including Cows Create Careers (discussed in Chapter
2); In2Dairy (56 participants so far of which 18 are now working in dairy);
and the Alpine Valleys Dairy Pathways Project (discussed in Chapter 1).89

8.89

This focus on workforce development is particularly important for the dairy
industry if, as Ms Brightling suggested, its workforce numbers continue to
grow. Ms Brightling told the Committee that Victorian dairy farms currently
employ around 12,300 people, a figure that has risen from 10,700 in 2007. This
increase bucks the general trend across the agriculture sector of industries
consolidating and employing fewer people. (The consolidation trend is
consistent in other ways, though. Ms Brightling said that the number of dairy
farms in Victoria has decreased from around 6,200 in 2006 to 5,200 in 2011.90)

8.90

Mr Broad also highlighted dairy as being more advanced in the area of
workforce development than other industries. However, he did note that dairy
has the advantage of being able to offer greater continuity of employment than
an area such as grain, where the seasonal nature of the work means some jobs
are done only once a year.91

Recommendation 24
That the state government support agricultural industries to establish information and
support programs in order to enhance the professional recruitment and retention
capabilities of farmers through sound human resource management. The People in
Dairy program provides a good model.
87

88

89
90

91

Mr Luke Prime, Commercial Manager, National Centre for Dairy Education – Australia, Public
Hearing, Nambrok, 20 September 2011.
Ms Pauline Brightling, Program Leader People in Dairy, Dairy Australia, Public Hearing,
Melbourne, 12 September 2011.
The People in Dairy see: www.thepeopleindairy.org.au.
Ms Pauline Brightling, Program Leader People in Dairy, Dairy Australia, Public Hearing,
Melbourne, 12 September 2011.
Mr Andrew Broad, President, Victorian Farmers Federation, Public Hearing, Melbourne, 24
October 2011.
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Health
“The health of the human resource is the key to the success of any
farming enterprise.” Dr Susan Brumby, Dunkeld.
8.91

The topic of farmer health was discussed at the Committee’s public hearing in
Dunkeld. Dr Susan Brumby, from the National Centre for Farmer Health, told
the Committee that the farming community performs worse than the overall
population on a number of factors, including:







92

93
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Obesity (64.3 per cent of farmers / 59.5 per cent of the general population)
Hypertension (54 per cent / 28.8 per cent)
Diabetes (27 per cent / 24 per cent)
Body pain, especially lower musculoskeletal (31.7 per cent / 20.7 per cent)
Alcohol
Mental health.92

8.92

The National Centre for Farmer Health is working to improve this situation
through providing farmers with education, training and services, as well as
programs such as AgriSafe clinics and Sustainable Farm Families. Some success
has been achieved in lowering the blood pressure of farmers through exercise,
better diet and treatment.

8.93

Appearing with Dr Brumby at the hearing were James and Lucie Peddie, Prime
Lamb Producers from Yalunga. Ms Peddie told the Committee that the
information they had learnt from the AgriSafe clinics had improved overall
safety on their farm. Mr Peddie added that he had been a borderline type 2
diabetic before he became involved in the Sustainable Farm Families program,
however his health improved by following the advice about exercise and diet
provided by the program. Mr Peddie learnt about the program through
informal discussions with his friends and colleagues.93

8.94

Farmers have traditionally been reticent about seeking help for their health – in
its submission the National Centre for Farmer Health describes farmers as
being ‘…culturally structured to behave in ways that do not facilitate better
outcomes for their health’.94

8.95

Dr Brumby said that the National Centre for Farmer Health programs reach
exactly this cohort. Mr Peddie placed himself in this category, telling the
Committee that an MRI scan provided by the Centre revealed a disc problem in
his lower back that often stopped him from working. He said that previously he
would have been unlikely to seek out an MRI scan and was grateful for services
reaching out to him.95

Ms Susan Brumby, Clinical Associate Professor and Director, National Centre for Farmer Health,
Western District Health Service, Public Hearing, Dunkeld, 17 Octover 2011.
Mr James Peddie, Prime Lamb Producer, Yalunga, Public Hearing, Dunkeld, 17 October 2011.
National Centre for Farmer Health, Submission, Number 43, 8 August 2011.
Mr James Peddie, Prime Lamb Producer, Yalunga, Public Hearing, Dunkeld, 17 October 2011.
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8.96

Mr Peddie was of the opinion that the relatively poor health of farmers is
contributing to the negative image the sector has among many young people.
Other evidence suggests that health is particularly relevant to young families
considering careers in agriculture96 and needs to be considered in terms of
physical and mental health – indicators by which rural communities in general
perform poorly.97

8.97

Professor Sue Kilpatrick from Deakin University added that peak farming bodies
should do more to improve the health of agricultural workers. Because these
bodies are generally trusted by farmers their advice on health would be readily
accepted. In Professor Kilpatrick’s views, these groups generally stay focused
on production methods and business management advice, although there are
exceptions, such as the Partners in Grain program.98

8.98

Others suggest health should be viewed as a collaborative approach between
all levels of government, industry, health services and rural communities
themselves.99

8.99

Ms Catherine Mercer‐Grant, the Sustainable Farm Families Program Manager,
joined Dr Brumby in discussing agricultural health courses offered by tertiary
institutions. Deakin University, in conjunction with the National Centre for
Farmer Health, is the only university in Australia to offer a course specifically
aimed at agricultural health.100 Although some units can be completed at other
universities, both Ms Mercer‐Grant and Dr Brumby argued that the need for
such a course is such that it should be offered in its entirety across Australia.
They also recommended that education providers should add agricultural
components to their health courses, and vice‐versa.

Recommendation 25
That the state government work in partnership with peak industry bodies to promote
awareness of farmer health needs and work safety. This would ensure increased
knowledge of farmer health and work safety in the agricultural workforce.
Recommendation 26
That the state government encourage greater collaboration between the education
and health sectors to ensure (i) that agricultural education providers add health
components to their courses and that (ii) health education providers recognise that
farmer health has unique characteristics that make it a group worthy of particular
focus and specific service delivery.
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North West Municipalities Association, Submission, Number 50, 12 August 2011; Victorian
Government, Submission, Number 70, 31 October 2011.
Gray I, ‘What are the factors affecting the ability of agriculture to attract and retain young
people? A review of the research literature prepared for the Department of Primary Industries,
Victoria’, September 2011.
Professor Sue Kilpatrick, Research Professor of Regional Communities, Alfred Deakin Research
Institute, Deakin University, Public Hearing, Dunkeld, 17 October 2011.
Alfred Deakin Research Institute, Submission, Number 10, 2 August 2011.
Ms Catherine Mercer‐Grant, Sustainable Farm Families Program Manager, National Centre for
Farmer Health, Western District Health Service, Public Hearing, Dunkeld, 17 October 2011.
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Amenity farming
8.100 Despite the overall trend towards larger farms demand for amenity farming (or
‘lifestyle farming’) in areas with good services and attractive lifestyles can see
land being increasingly subdivided. In a discussion the Committee had with Neil
Barr, he pointed out that amenity farming is usually a result of people wanting
to farm using money earned in a career in another sector of the economy. This
combines with the desire to build housing on the land to drive up land prices
beyond that which agriculture alone could justify. Amenity farming is most
common in attractive areas with good services.101
8.101 An example in Victoria is the Mansfield region.102 According to Mr Charlie
Lovick, many of the small farms in the Mansfield region are considered
‘absentee’;103 that is, owned by people based in Melbourne. Ms Kellie Purvis,
Mr Lovick’s daughter, is just one of many young people in Mansfield employed
by these farms to run them in their owners’ absence. Indeed, Mr Lovick was of
the belief that they are producing more as small farms then they were as larger
enterprises (although this may be a reflection more of their neglected state
before sale).
8.102 As well as providing employment for young farmers in Mansfield, the other
benefit of these arrangements is, in the words of Ms Purvis: “We do not have
to worry about the money coming in, the money going out or paying the bills;
we just do what we do, and that is cattle farming.”104
8.103 While this situation is clearly working well in Mansfield, a note of caution must
be sounded. As pointed out by Councillor Dean Belle of Mansfield Shire Council,
roughly half of the town’s rate base lives in Melbourne.105 In other words,
much of the success of agriculture in Mansfield is dependent on Melbourne
money. Further, many enterprises, such as that of Charlie Lovick’s, are also
dependent on tourism to keep their agricultural businesses sustainable. Not
every region of Victoria is able to draw on such a fortunate mix of factors.
8.104 This feature – the general change we have seen to larger farm sizes but the
ongoing presence of areas of land where amenity farming dominates – is also
apparent elsewhere in the world, such as the United States.106
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Barr N, ‘Thinking about young farmers’, Paper presented to the Committee, Bendigo, 23 June
2011. Barr also states that many ‘baby boomers’ will be retiring between 2010 and 2020. Where
this land is taken over by younger farmers expanding their holdings, the age demographic in that
area will fall; where the land is taken over by amenity farming, the age demographic will stay
high. In: Barr N, The House on the Hill: The transformation of Australia’s farming communities,
Halstead, Sydney 2009.
Hollonds J, ‘Human resource needs for the Australian agricultural industry’, Literature Review,
2011.
Mr Charlie Lovick, Mountain Cattleman, Lovicks, Public Hearing, Mansfield, 5 August 2011.
Ms Kellie Purvis, Horse and Cattle Farmer, Lovicks, Public Hearing, Mansfield, 5 August 2011.
Cr Dean Belle, Councillor, Mansfield Shire Council, Public Hearing, Mansfield, 5 August 2011.
Harvey N, ‘Why are young, educated Americans going back to the farm?’ Turnstyle, 1 August
2011.
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Corporate farms
“I think young people like looking for a larger organisation where they
can see a career path.” Mr Ross Skinner, Mildura.
“I am really positive about the agricultural sector. I am enthused about
the opportunities that it has given us and we think that the corporate
model can play a really substantial role in being able to provide people
access into production agriculture without having to own and operate.”
Mr Nathan Goonan, Melbourne.
8.105 Evidence of the exact impact of corporate‐owned farms in Australia is unclear.
What seems to be commonly agreed is that the vast majority of Australian
farms remain, and will remain, family owned, with estimates varying from 90
per cent through to 99 per cent family owned. However, the impact of
corporate farming is being noted in the increasing amount of land owned by
corporates and their contribution to production numbers,107 as well as the
growing propensity for family farms to be run on a corporate model. Other
evidence shows that the influence of corporates is stronger in industries such
as beef, in terms of both farm numbers and production.108
8.106 Several witnesses told the Committee of the career advantages the corporate
farm model presents to young people, especially in comparison with smaller
family farms. These advantages include a greater variety of work, higher wages
and more opportunity for career progression, including to management.109
8.107 In Western Australia, the Committee spoke to Mr Tony Hiscock, Manager of the
Alcoa Farmlands operation in Western Australia. Alcoa Farmlands takes in
50,000 acres of rural landholdings in Pinjarra, Wagerup and Boddington and
has an annual gross turnover of more than $2.5 million. Mr Hiscock used
adjectives such as ‘progressive’, ‘modern’ and ‘positive’ to describe this farming
venture. Alcoa Farmlands employs six full‐time staff to run the farm year
round. This is down from 18 several years ago, with the business now
employing contractors during peak times.110
8.108 It may be the fact that corporate farms are providing fewer but better jobs. In
Perth, Mr Dexter Davies from the Rural Business Development Corporation,
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Victorian Government, Submission, Number 70, 31 October 2011.
Gray I, ‘What are the factors affecting the ability of agriculture to attract and retain young
people? A review of the research literature prepared for the Department of Primary Industries,
Victoria’, September 2011.
Mr Craig Thornton, Senior Manager, Wingara Wine Group, Public Hearing, Mildura, 20 July 2011;
Mr Nathan Free, Horticulturalist, Duralgai Horticulture, Public Hearing, Swan Hill, 21 July 2011; Mr
Shawn Butters, Director, Kilter Pty Ltd, Public Hearing, Swan Hill, 21 July 2011; Ms Julia Hollonds,
Office Manager, Minto Pastoral Company, Public Hearing, Mansfield, 5 August 2011; Mr Dean
Miller, Chairman, North West Municipalities Association, Public Hearing, Horsham, 23 August
2011; Mr Chris Shearer, Treasurer, Agribusiness Gippsland, Public Hearing, Nambrok, 20
September 2011.
Mr Tony Hiscock, Manager, Alcoa Farmlands, Alcoa of Australia Ltd, Consultations, Western
Australia, 8 September 2011.
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said that, in general, successful farms in the state are producing more while
employing fewer people full‐time.111
8.109 Mr Hiscock told the Committee that the Alcoa Farmlands operation is
profitable enough to pay its farm hands around $100,000 per annum. The
wages paid by the company are attractive enough to keep the workforce stable
– the average age of the staff is around 50 – a fact recognised by the
company.112
8.110 The Committee discussed this issue with Mr Nathan Goonan and Mr Adrian
Goonan of Warakirri Agricultural Trusts. The company invests money from
large superannuation funds into the farming sector – both dairy (Nathan is the
CEO of Warakirri Dairies) and cropping (Adrian is the Head of Agribusiness).
Warakirri Dairies owns 11 farms in Victoria, while the agribusiness division
owns 11 farms across Australia.113
8.111 Warakirri Dairies has a stable managerial workforce but does find it hard to find
workers at levels below management. For more basic work it relies on overseas
backpackers, who for three months’ work receive a one year extension on their
working visa. The cropping business is similar, with a stable managerial
workforce and a heavy reliance on contractors for work below that level.
8.112 Both businesses pay what they consider to be attractive wages, which Mr
Nathan Goonan told the Committee benefits the company in two ways: it leads
to a more stable workforce; and this in turn lowers business costs through
reducing staff turnover and its associated recruitment expenses (as discussed
above). This is particularly important for Warakirri Dairies because it is not able
to offer its staff the ability to sharefarm (rare for the dairy industry) or any
equity in the business.114
8.113 In Nambrok, discussion on corporate‐owned farms centred on Gippsland
Water. Gippsland Water manages 12 farming and forestry properties across
Victoria. Combined, these properties total around 30,000 acres, with the
largest property being around 20,000 acres. Activities on the properties
include:
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Breeding and finishing cattle
Growing soft‐wood timber
Growing winter and summer crops for grain and fodder
Irrigating treated wastewater.

Hon Dexter Davies, Director, Rural Business Development Corporation, Consultations, Western
Australia, 8 September 2011.
Mr Tony Hiscock, Manager, Alcoa Farmlands, Alcoa of Australia Ltd, Consultations, Western
Australia, 8 September 2011.
Mr Nathan Goonan, Chief Executive Officer, Warakirri Dairies, Public Hearing, Melbourne 12
September 2011; Mr Adrian Goonan, Head of Agribusiness, Warakirri Asset Management, Public
Hearing, Melbourne, 12 September 2011.
Ibid.
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8.114 Mr David Mawer is the Managing Director of Gippsland Water. He told the
Committee that the agriculture business is profitable, albeit operating under a
public sector not‐for‐profit model.115
8.115 Gippsland Water currently employs seven full‐time staff across its agribusiness
sector, as well as turning to contractors at peak times. According to Mr John
Craven, Gippsland Water’s Agribusiness Manger, the company does not find it
hard to recruit young people, telling the Committee that around half of all
applicants for two recent vacancies were under the age of 30 years.116
8.116 Retaining staff is also not a problem for Gippsland Water, with three of the
seven full‐time staff having worked there for between 15–20 years. Mr Craven
attributed this to providing a good working environment that offers regular
training in different types of machinery and areas such as safety. Mr Mawer
added that rather than fear corporate farms many young people view them as
secure employers offering structured career pathways via a long‐term view
and, importantly, with the resources needed to ride out any tough economic
times.117
8.117 Mr Hiscock made a similar point to the Committee adding that Alcoa Farmlands
strives to be an ‘employer of choice’. It was his belief that successful operations
give their staff responsibility and accountability. At Alcoa Farmlands, staff have
a large say in what happens on the farm and are trusted to do their job without
constant supervision or intervention.
8.118 Mr Hiscock stated that transposing the corporate model straight onto family
farms would not work, as Alcoa provides financial and structural advantages
that may not be available to some smaller farms. However, he added that one
lesson that could be learnt by family farms is how to attract staff with the right
skill set. Once they do this, the key to retaining good staff is to give them the
autonomy – and trust – to do their job. Mr Hiscock added a rough estimate that
the top 25 per cent of farms are doing this already, the next 25 per cent can be
taught how to do this and the remainder will go out of business. Although
these are only rough figures, they make the point that successful businesses
are also generally good employers.118
8.119 Both Mr Adrian and Nathan Goonan provided similar evidence. The Goonans
are brothers and were raised on a small family farm in north‐east Victoria.
Adrian Goonan told the Committee that although he would enjoy returning to
the family farm, economies of scale would make it difficult for him to support
his family (he said the ideal corporate cropping farm would be around 25,000
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Mr David Mawer, Managing Director, Gippsland Water, Public Hearing, Nambrok, 20 September
2011.
Mr John Craven, Agribusiness Manager, Gippsland Water, Public Hearing, Nambrok, 20
September 2011.
Mr David Mawer, Managing Director, Gippsland Water, Public Hearing, Nambrok, 20 September
2011.
Mr Tony Hiscock, Manager, Alcoa Farmlands, Alcoa of Australia Ltd, Consultations, Western
Australia, 8 September 2011.
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acres). Just as importantly, though, he considers working for Warakirri Trusts a
very rewarding career.119
8.120 Both Warakirri businesses are profitable and run without any debt. The dairy
operation aims for six per cent return on investment; the cropping business,
being a slightly older and more mature arm, aims for ten per cent return on
investment.
8.121 However, it is important to note here that both Nathan and Adrian Goonan also
said that the Warakirri model only works because of the access the trusts have
to external capital and the corporate backing available to the farms. In their
view, the start up costs and risks associated with agriculture are both so high as
to preclude a venture of this size under any other model.
8.122 For example, Nathan Goonan told the Committee that Warakirri Dairies’ annual
labour costs per cow come in at around $550 – much higher than for purely
commercial farms where that figure can be as low as $400. The dairy is also
running around 100 cows / FTE, while some farms do as many as 150 / FTE.
(FTE = full‐time equivalent.)120
8.123 Other advantages large corporate organisations such as Warakirri Dairies can
offer their workforce include the opportunity of working on a number of large
properties – allowing skilled labour to broaden their experiences – as well as
flexible working hours and occasional weekends off. Nathan Goonan (reflecting
Mr Glowrey’s evidence above) said that being able to offer weekends off is a
major tool in retaining dairy staff. This suggests that factors other than wages
also come into play when it comes to workforce retention.121
8.124 The Committee also heard that larger farms may not necessarily be corporate
owned. Family farms are increasingly adopting corporate‐style models. There is
no clear delineation point between a family farm model and a corporate
model, although the corporate model is thought to include:




Occupational health and safety policies
Professional development programs
Induction programs for new employees.122

Even when it comes to these policies and programs family farms will often
include them in their structure and approach.
8.125 During a visit to Templemore Farm outside of Longerenong, the Committee
heard the view that large family owned farms are the future of farming, albeit
run as a corporate model with a professional workforce and business model of
119
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Mr Nathan Goonan, Chief Executive Officer, Warakirri Dairies, Public Hearing, Melbourne 12
September 2011; Mr Adrian Goonan, Head of Agribusiness, Warakirri Asset Management, Public
Hearing, Melbourne, 12 September 2011.
Mr Nathan Goonan, Chief Executive Officer, Warakirri Dairies, Public Hearing, Melbourne 12
September 2011.
Ibid.
SED Consulting, Workforce development plan for the Victorian grains and dairy industries,
Victorian Government, Melbourne 2010.
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ownership.123 Mr Nick Gowans from the Department of Primary Industries was
another witness to argue that the family–corporate model of farm ownership
will be the most successful model in the future.124
8.126 Mr Anthony Chapman, Seeds Manager at Wimmera Grain Company, told the
Committee that the average farm size in that region has grown from around
1,500 acres in the mid‐1990s to around 3,500–5,000 acres now. He added that
it is common for several farm families to join their farm together into a
corporate style model.
8.127 Mr Chapman said that these larger enterprises offer opportunities for
employment as farm managers, work that is well paid and provides an
attractive career path to young people unable to afford to buy their own land:
So for a young person to get in it's just impossible to come in and be a
farmer yourself, but because you've got a lot of responsibility they can
earn a decent wage of manager. In the last ten years a manager’s wage is
good. You get a car, house to live in and 50 or 60 thousand if you're
running a decent property. When you haven't got the high running costs of
living like you would in the city, such as a house mortgage, that's actually
not a bad package.125
8.128 A key finding of the Committee is that farms operating under a corporate
business model, whether owned by families or corporations, offer good career
opportunities for young people and have a keen focus on being good
employers.
8.129 Wages are discussed in Chapter 6.
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Templemore Farm, Site Visit, Murtoa, 23 August 2011.
Mr Nick Gowans, Water and Climate Adaptation Officer, Department of Primary Industries, Site
Visit, Ballan, 24 August 2011.
Mr Anthony Chapman, Seeds Manager, Wimmera Grain Company, Public Hearing, Horsham, 23
August 2011.
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Snapshot: Warakirri
Warakirri Dairies uses superannuation funds to run 11 dairy farms in Victoria and in
South Australia. Combined, the farms contain around 8,000 cows and about 65 full‐
time employees, as well as administration staff in Melbourne. Warakirri Dairies’
financial model is based on a combination of operating returns and land growth.
Warakirri Agricultural Trusts was formed in 1996 on behalf of industry superannuation
funds, with the purpose of investing in rain‐fed cropping farms on a geographically
diverse basis. It owns and operates 11 properties across Western Australia, Victoria,
New South Wales and southern Queensland with a management office in Melbourne.
The group also utilises contractors for sowing and harvesting operations and has
affiliations with Marcus Oldham College and Longerenong College.
The group crops approximately 55,000 hectares annually. In an average season the
percentage of area cropped is:








Wheat 40%
Barley 20%
Canola 15%
Fallow 15%
Sorghum and cotton 8%
Legumes 2%.

Warakirri Agricultural Trusts contributes to district and national research efforts and
its members are involved with local cropping groups, CFAs, sporting bodies and clubs.
Trials are conducted on properties with results used for research that is available to
the entire industry.

Corporates and the community
‘Corporate and foreign ownership is consolidating farms, reducing
family ownership and leading to social dislocation and a breakdown in
rural communities.’ Bass Coast Shire Council.
8.130 The Committee notes concern in rural communities about what is seen as the
threat large corporate farming poses to rural communities and the traditional
family farm model. This includes using their capital to inflate the price of land
beyond the reach of family‐owned farms126 and damaging land through
unsustainable practices.127
8.131 Moorabool Shire Council spoke of the practical advantages of family farms
passing down skills and knowledge, as well as providing the framework on
which small communities are built. Indeed, family farms are considered ‘…an
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The Potter Rural Community Research Network, RMIT University, Submission, Number 33, 5
August 2011.
Hepburn Shire Council, Submission, Number 21, 5 August 2011.
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important defining cultural characteristic of the rural districts of Moorabool
Shire’.128
8.132 Gray also suggests that the family farm model is under threat from the
increased industrialisation of farming, challenging as it does the family farm’s
dependence on family labour. Another challenge comes in the form of changing
values in Australia in cultural fields such as gender and the environment. Gray
addresses doubts about the family farm’s ability to withstand these two
challenges, concluding that the model is safe for the near future ‘…but possibly
not in the lifetime of many young people who might now be contemplating
careers either as farmers or in agribusiness’.129
8.133 A number of the positives and negatives about each type of farming are
identified in the Victorian Government’s submission to this Inquiry.130
8.134 However, according to Mr Mawer, most corporate farms enter farming with a
positive attitude and can bring different ideas and approaches to the sector. He
said that as their numbers continue to grow they will maintain very high
corporate standards, including how they treat their workforce – an approach
that can only be to the long‐term benefit of the farming sector as a whole.131
8.135 Mr Craven agreed with Mr Mawer’s positive sentiments and added that the
corporate presence will only become stronger: “I don’t see this as a threat.”132
8.136 Indeed, Mr Craven argued that many corporate‐owned farms are more
advanced than family farms when it comes to workforce development.
8.137 In Horsham, Mr Dean Miller also spoke positively about the opportunities
larger corporate farms offer young people, as well as addressing concerns
about their impact on rural communities. In this case, Mr Miller was speaking
specifically about Warakirri Agricultural Trusts:
They understand the importance of being a good corporate player in
community life. So they've immersed themselves in the community.
They've made sure that they pay their bills on time. Their workers are
engaged in sport and other activities in the towns where they work.
They've got great relationships with the contractors that they deal with
and they understand the need to be really immersed in the community in
which they operate. They offer attractive salary packages for their staff,
and it's not just cash. It's about supplying them with reliable cars, good
quality housing on the farm, allowing them to keep their skills up‐to‐date

128
129

130
131

132

Moorabool Shire Council, Submission, Number 60, 17 August 2011.
Gray I, ‘What are the factors affecting the ability of agriculture to attract and retain young
people? A review of the research literature prepared for the Department of Primary Industries,
Victoria’, September 2011.
Victorian Government, Submission, Number 70, 31 October 2011.
Mr David Mawer, Managing Director, Gippsland Water, Public Hearing, Nambrok, 20 September
2011.
Mr John Craven, Agribusiness Manager, Gippsland Water, Public Hearing, Nambrok, 20
September 2011.
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through training and other skills development and they offer good working
hours.133
8.138 East Gippsland Shire Council argues that a combination of corporate financial
backing and farming family experience is a ‘…very potent, very proven
model’.134 While in Perth the Committee spoke to the Hon Brendon Grylls,
Minister for Regional Development, who said he welcomes corporate
investment in the agriculture sector.135 The Committee also heard that the
corporate structure provides the best financial returns over time as it is well
suited to riding out the fluctuations in commodity prices that characterise
agriculture (also noted in Chapter 5).136
8.139 When asked about the threat of corporate farms to his livelihood, Mr Mark
Hooper, a farmer in the Laceby area near Wangaratta, explained that his
response was to make the most of the employment opportunities offered:
We fed 1,500 cattle per year from 2002 to 2008. That was turning over $1
million a year. That was fine when that was going, as we had plenty of
income to pay off a $1 million loan. Then foreign enterprise came in as JB
Swift, a Brazilian company. They were paying $800 for store cattle, and we
were paying $300 before they stepped in. That squeezed us out, so I
thought, ‘How am I going to get around this situation? I have a competitor
with unlimited money’. So I went and got a job with JB Swift at
Narrandera.137
8.140 The Committee notes communities’ concerns and is aware that corporate‐
owned farms can be detached from communities. However, the evidence
collected during this Inquiry strongly supports the notion that corporate farms
offer rewarding careers to young Victorians and some are well connected to
their communities.
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Mr Dean Miller, Chairman, North West Municipalities Association, Public Hearing, Horsham, 23
August 2011.
East Gippsland Shire Council, Submission, Number 23, 5 August 2011.
Hon Brendan Grylls MP, Minister for Regional Development, Government of Western Australia,
Consultations, Western Australia, 8 September 2011.
Agribusiness Gippsland, Submission, Number 64, 15 September 2011.
Mr Mark Hooper, Farmer, Alpine Dorpers, Public Hearing, Beechworth, 4 August 2011.
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Chapter Nine
Workforce development
Key Messages
 The farming sector workforce is characterised by a relatively low level of formal
qualifications.
 The increasingly skilled nature of agriculture will require a more highly trained
workforce.
 Young people who have completed tertiary courses in agriculture are in high
demand in the workforce.
 Individual success in modern agriculture is linked to a person’s skill levels.
 Industry must work more closely with the education and training sector to increase
demand for courses, including degrees, among young people.
 Young people graduating without the skills needed by industry is known as a ‘skills
mismatch – industry must lead in defining its exact skills shortages.
 Brokers play an important role in bringing industry and the education and training
sector together.
 Education and training delivery methods need to be more flexible to meet farmers’
needs.
 Agriculture education and training can sometimes be delivered as skills sets –
‘building blocks’ – as opposed to full qualifications only.
 Many in farming would like the Victorian Training Guarantee extended to cover
young people already holding a qualification.
 Many young people rely on scholarships to pay for their tertiary education.
 Young people are attracted to technology, but technology is also driving down job
numbers. Nevertheless there remains a shortage of workers in the industry.
 The commercial fishing industry faces similar concerns over skill levels as land‐
based agriculture.
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Introduction
9.1

It is clear that ongoing workforce development is an important ingredient in
attracting and retaining young people to careers in agriculture. As an issue this
was raised at every one of this Committee’s hearings. Furthermore, it is the
subject of a separate Inquiry by the Education and Training Committee at the
Parliament of Victoria. That Committee is conducting an Inquiry into
agricultural education in Victoria and is expected to table its Final Report in
November 2012.

9.2

This chapter paints a picture of what workforce development means to those in
the agriculture sector. The Committee heard that there is a definite
commitment to formal education and training but that in the farming sector
this has a broader meaning. This chapter looks at the need for education and
training; the need for on the job training; commitment by employers to their
staff; and commitment by industry to support farmers in the process of
implementing their learning and dealing with the changes this brings. This is
reinforced by the financial cost to farm businesses of staff lacking the skills
needed to make informed decisions.

Why is an educated workforce important to agriculture?
“There needs to be a strong link and a positive relationship between
schools, education and agriculture.” Mr Gary Bourke, Horsham.
“Farmer learning is fundamental. It does not have to be formal
education and training, but certainly there has to be exposure to new
ideas, new skills and ways of doing things.” Professor Sue Kilpatrick,
Dunkeld.
“Having an education is going to be a critical part of your success.” Dr
Simon Livingstone, Melbourne.

1

2

9.3

Mr Andrew Broad, head of the Victorian Farmers Federation, described the
need for greater skills development in agriculture as a “financial imperative” for
Victoria.1

9.4

The need for promoting formal education across the farming sector was put
into stark context by the University of Ballarat’s Associate Professor Kath
White. Associate Professor White told the Committee that only 12 per cent of
agriculture workers across Australia hold a Bachelor degree, compared to 26
per cent in the rest of the economy; and roughly half of agriculture workers
hold no formal qualifications compared to just 38% in the rest of the economy.2

Mr Andrew Broad, President, Victorian Farmers Federation, Public Hearing, Melbourne, 24
October 2011.
Associate Professor Kath White, Dean, School of Food, Land and Service Industries, University of
Ballarat, Public Hearing, Ballarat, 24 August 2011.
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3
4

5

6
7

8

9

10

9.5

The Committee heard that in Denmark ‘…it is not permitted to purchase farm
land without completing a recognised agricultural course’.3 However, Pratley
reveals that between 1984–2009, the percentage of the Australian workforce
with a tertiary qualification increased from ten per cent to 25 per cent, while
agriculture only increased from four per cent to eight per cent. In the same
time period, the number of people in the whole workforce without a post‐
school qualification decreased from 54 per cent to 33 per cent, whereas for
agriculture the number dropped from 73 per cent to 58 per cent. As Pratley
says: ‘The gap is widening, yet food production would seem to be an essential
service industry where standards should be unquestionably high.’4

9.6

Looking at specific industries, post‐school qualifications for grains and mixed
farmers is growing by around 1.5–3.5 per cent annually; for dairy, this growth is
around 2–3 per cent annually.5 For forestry, the Victorian Association of Forest
Industries says forestry workers are less likely to have completed high school or
gained a university qualification than the rest of the workforce. However, they
are more likely to have attained a non‐university qualification. Even among the
forestry workforce there are urban–rural divisions. Workers living in urban
areas are more likely to have completed high school or university, while those
in rural areas were more likely to have gained a non‐university qualification.6

9.7

This low level of formal qualification is expected to change over time as older
workers retire and are replaced by younger more educated workers.7 However,
industry must develop direct methods for increasing the skill levels of the
current workforce.8 As well, industry leaders and education providers are
concerned by the recent trend of declining enrolment in higher education in
agricultural science and related fields, which is contributing to the current skills
shortage.9 This issue appeared in the media many times recently, including in
an article by Dr Simon Livingstone, Principal at Marcus Oldham College.10

9.8

The Central Highlands Agribusiness Forum submission to this Inquiry includes
the ‘Central Highlands Primary Producer Skills Audit and Framework 2007’,
which contains a brief historical overview of farmers’ attitudes towards
education. This overview says that there has generally been little formal
education, due to a preference for natural instinct and experience of land on

Dowling Brothers Yarrawonga, Submission, Number 49, 12 August 2011.
Pratley J E, ‘Professional Agriculture: A case of supply and demand’, Australian Farm Institute
Occasional Paper, No. 12.01, February 2012.
SED Consulting, Workforce Development Plan for the Victorian Grains and Dairy Industries,
Victorian Government, Melbourne 2010.
Victorian Association of Forest Industries, Submission, Number 54, 12 August 2011.
Department of Agriculture, Fisheries and Forestry, ‘Issues Paper to Inform Development of a
National Food Plan’, Commonwealth of Australia, Canberra 2011.
Victorian Government, Submission, Number 70, 31 October 2011; Gray I, ‘What are the factors
affecting the ability of agriculture to attract and retain young people? A review of the research
literature prepared for the Department of Primary Industries, Victoria’, September 2011.
The Allen Consulting Group, Rebuilding the Agricultural Workforce: Report to the Business/Higher
Education Round Table, The Allen Consulting Group, Melbourne 2012; Pratley J E, ‘Professional
Agriculture: A case of supply and demand’, Australian Farm Institute Occasional Paper, No. 12.01,
February 2012; Livingstone S, ‘Agriculture fails test’, The Weekly Times, 14 March 2012.
Livingstone S, ‘Agriculture fails test’, The Weekly Times, 14 March 2012.
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which they are farming, along with a culture of inheriting farms that negates
the need for formal education. This is changing in line with new farm models
and with younger farmers now more likely to have engaged in post‐compulsory
education.11 The audit also includes data from the Corangamite and Glenelg–
Hopkins regions which shows that between 1990–2002 the proportion of
farmers who completed tertiary study or a trade increased from 28 per cent to
46 per cent.12
9.9

A 2009 survey of Victorian employers found that few in agriculture require
their staff to hold formal qualifications, as the table below shows:

Employers’ attitude to qualifications
Occupation category
Qualifications required by employer?
Farm, Forestry and Garden Workers
89% required no qualifications
Farm Managers
62% required no qualifications
Skilled Animal and Horticultural Workers
67% required no qualifications
Agricultural and Forestry Plant Operators
100% required no qualifications
Truck Drivers
100% required no qualifications
Agricultural, Medical and Science
75% required no qualifications
Technicians
Agricultural and Forestry Scientists
100% university
Hospitality Workers
67% required no qualifications
Food Process Workers
100% required no qualifications
Mechanical Engineering Trades Workers
100% TAFE
Source: Department of Innovation, Industry and Regional Development, Regional Skills
and Labour Needs Survey 2009, Victorian Government, Melbourne 2009.

11

12
13

14
15

9.10

However, other evidence suggests that farm employers are increasingly
requiring formal qualifications when hiring staff, especially as the drought ends
and profits return.13 Indeed, Mr Ross Anderson, who uses highly sophisticated
equipment on his farm, said that he would not hire apprentices who weren’t
well educated, stating: “We can’t have unintelligent people on the farm; one
wrong move when milking can cost us $10,000.”14

9.11

It was also suggested that a formal agriculture education benefits both
individuals and the whole sector, as it broadens knowledge of farming
techniques and business management beyond those skills that would be learnt
by young people on their family farm only.15

Melbourne School of Land and Environment, University of Melbourne, Submission, Number 12, 4
August 2011; Hollonds J, ‘Human resource needs for the Australian agricultural industry’,
Literature Review, 2011.
Central Highlands Agribusiness Forum, Submission, Number 20, 5 August 2011.
AgriFood Skills Australia, 2011 Environmental Scan of the Agrifood industry: Australia’s regions,
Australia’s future, AgriFood Skills Australia, Canberra 2011; SED Consulting, Workforce
Development Plan for the Victorian Grains and Dairy Industries, Victorian Government,
Melbourne 2010; McEachern S, Farmstaff 2008: Finding, keeping and rewarding people in
agriculture, Holmes Sackett and Associates, Wagga Wagga 2008.
Mr Ross Anderson, Dairy Farmer, Andersons Dairy, Site Visit, Denison, 20 September 2011.
Pratley J E, ‘Workforce planning in agriculture: agricultural education and capacity building at the
crossroads’, Farm Policy Journal, Vol 5, No 3, August Quarter 2008; Malcolm B, ‘Agriculture and
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9.12

Mr Shane Zammit said:
…formal education is important because what you learn from your old man
or your uncle is not the only way to do it, and it is not necessarily the right
way. It is good to get that formal training because if it does not convince
you that it is necessarily the better way to do it, it does open your eyes up
to other options and it is just personally building.16

9.13

Mr Chris Draffin’s experience supports this argument. After leaving school Mr
Draffin completed an apprenticeship on his family’s farm, learning skills from
his father. He then completed a degree at the University of Ballarat, bringing
new ideas back to the farm with him that, importantly, his father was happy to
assimilate into his business.

9.14

Speaking about his university education, Mr Draffin said: “I need to get these
skills to be successful at what I want to do.”17

9.15

Mr Nathan Edwards made a general point about the importance of education
and training, saying: “Every farmer has a different way of doing things and it
might not be the right way.”18

9.16

Dr Livingstone told the Committee that there is a large number of young people
in their 20s currently working on farms who have not completed any tertiary
studies. It was Dr Livingstone’s view that it is the responsibility of farming
businesses to improve the qualifications of these young people:
A lot are worried that if they train their staff then they might actually lose
them, but all other businesses are saying, 'Hang on, let's invest in these
people. If they do leave in a couple of years, well, that's part of doing
business, but if they stay, they're going to value‐add all the way along.'19

16

17

18
19

20

9.17

Employers the Committee heard from strongly supported the responsibility of
all employers to facilitate the training and education needs of their staff. Mr
Mark Nevill, a dairy farmer from Mepunga currently has two trainees on his
farm. One trainee is completing a diploma at Glenormiston College (SWTAFE),
while the other trainee is not interested in further education. However, Mr
Nevill stressed: “It is an offer for him, if he wants to.”20

9.18

Mr Andrew Plunkett, Fruit Growers Victoria’s Chairman, was another employer
happy to pay to further a staff member’s education:

agricultural science: where have all the young people gone’, Paper presented to Young
Agribusiness Leaders Summit, Melbourne, 18 August 2010.
Mr Shane Zammit, Student, School of Food, Land and Service Industries, University of Ballarat,
Public Hearing, Ballarat, 24 August 2011.
Mr Chris Draffin, Student, School of Food, Land and Service Industries, University of Ballarat,
Public Hearing, Ballarat, 24 August 2011.
Mr Nathan Edwards, Dairy Farmer, Casterton, Public Hearing, Dunkeld, 17 October 2011.
Dr Simon Livingstone, Principal, Marcus Oldham College, Public Hearing, Melbourne, 24 October
2011.
Mr Mark Nevill, Dairy Farmer, Mepunga, Public Hearing, Timboon, 18 October 2011.
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…if anyone comes to us – and we have people coming and going all the
time – and if we see any potential in people, we will put them into a
diploma course. We will pay for it. We will get it done that way, and if we
think they have potential, if they do not have access to the funds to pay for
their training — either way we will do it. That is something we do.21
9.19

Professor Sue Kilpatrick added a more direct point, drawing a straight line
between education and training and successful farming operations. In
Professor Kilpatrick’s view, the learning does not necessarily need to happen in
a formal setting. What is important is that farmers are exposed to new ideas,
skills and methods, and that they are then willing to change their farm
management practices as much as their technical practices. Professor Kilpatrick
said that for agriculture, as with any profession, the importance of lifelong
learning must be recognised: “For farm businesses to remain profitable there
needs to be ongoing opportunities for learning.”22

9.20

Rivera describes this as the ‘continual acquisition and application of
knowledge’.23

9.21

Professor Kilpatrick added that a weakness in the farming sector can currently
be found in the implementing of learning. WestVic Dairy’s Executive Officer, Mr
Mike Weise, expanded on this. He said that when it comes to human resource
management training in dairy it is a matter of providing support for farmers
struggling with change:
…the learning of skills is one issue but the adoption of them on‐farm or by
any business is another issue. I think the support of people going through
change from one practice to another is something we need to keep
investing in. That is what I mean when I say that we have the training but
we need to support the person through the change.24

21

22

23

24
25

26

9.22

The Committee heard similar concerns about learning adoption elsewhere.25

9.23

The awareness of the need for a highly skilled workforce directly challenges the
now clearly outdated image of farming being an option of last resort for young
people. Mr Dale Scott, the District Council President at the United Dairy
Farmers of Victoria, told the Committee that dairy farming has attracted early
school leavers with low skills and little ability to be trained.26 This in turn led to
high turnover of unskilled labour, as discussed in Chapter 8. (In Bendigo,

Mr Andrew Plunkett, Chairman, Fruit Growers Victoria Ltd, Public Hearing, Shepparton, 3
November 2011.
Professor Sue Kilpatrick, Research Professor of Regional Communities, Alfred Deakin Research
Institute, Deakin University, Public Hearing, Dunkeld, 17 October 2011.
Rivera W M and Alex G E, ‘Human resource development for modernizing the agricultural
workforce, Human Resource Development Review, Vol 7, No 4, December 2008.
Mr Mike Weise, Executive Officer, WestVic Dairy, Public Hearing, Timboon, 18 October 2011.
Central Highlands Agribusiness Forum, Submission, Number 20, 5 August 2011; Gannawarra Shire
Council, Submission, Number 44, 8 August 2011.
Mr Dale Scott, District Council President, United Dairy Farmers Victoria, Public Hearing, Nambrok,
20 September 2011.
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Professor John Martin also identified the low literacy levels of dairy workers in
Gippsland.27)

27

28
29

30

31

9.24

The Committee is of the view that it is in industry’s best interests, though, to
target highly skilled young people who can make the most of the career
opportunities available to them. Indeed, Mr Scott added that young people
currently dropping out of school will not be able to farm in the future, as the
skills required will be too great.

9.25

It has also been suggested that the skills required to be successful in modern
agriculture are such that degrees up to MBA level are now required in the
industry.28 Evidence supports the fact that farm managers must be educated to
at least a Diploma level, with agronomic skills and experience as well.29

9.26

Agriculture does offer many good career options to skilled and educated young
people. Dr Livingstone, for example, told the Committee that graduates from
Marcus Oldham College30 have a wide choice of well‐paid and rewarding
careers waiting for them. Dr Livingstone said that Marcus Oldham graduates
usually start a six‐figure job immediately after they complete their degree
running a farm business and without having to own land (an advantage in his
eyes). He regularly tells his students that there are more opportunities for a
young person to end up running a business in agriculture than to become a
chief executive officer of an accounting or law firm.

9.27

Marcus Oldham College delivers business management courses only (no
science subjects are offered). As well, the students are required to work on a
farm for anywhere between one and three years before they start their course.
Lecturers also have their own practical experience that they draw on. Marcus
Oldham students are required to work long days while studying – usually from
9am to 4pm – and when getting on‐farm experience, much of which is
completed on leading farms throughout Australia. As Dr Livingstone said: “We
do not pretend to be farmers there, so we take them to the leading farmers
around Australia to see how they operate.”31

9.28

As mentioned, the level of qualifications in the farm sector is low compared to
the rest of the economy but, as many witnesses proved, there is a great
demand for a highly skilled workforce.

Professor John Martin, Director, Centre for Sustainable Regional Communities, La Trobe
University, Public Hearing, Bendigo, 23 June 2011.
Agribusiness Gippsland, Submission, Number 64, 15 September 2011.
SED Consulting, Workforce Development Plan for the Victorian Grains and Dairy Industries,
Victorian Government, Melbourne 2010.
Marcus Oldham College is Australia’s only private tertiary agriculture provider and receives no
state or federal funding. It attracts students mostly from independent high schools, where
parents are used to paying fees for their children, and more than 90 per cent of these are from
farms. Scholarships are available for students, provided by banks, corporates, and individuals who
support what the College is doing, and Dr Livingstone also hopes that the federal government’s
FEE‐HELP financial assistance for students will see Marcus Oldham reach a wider cohort of young
people. Marcus Oldham College is also discussed in Chapter 5.
Dr Simon Livingstone, Principal, Marcus Oldham College, Public Hearing, Melbourne, 24 October
2011.
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32

33

34

35

36

37
38

39

9.29

Ms Sarah Parker said that a shortage of skilled labour is a major issue for the
dairy industry, with 17 per cent of middle management positions currently
unfilled. These positions include farm managers, herd managers and cropping
managers on larger farms, as well as consultants and service providers. She
suggested that this problem may persist, with the industry becoming
increasingly skilled and having to compete for young people in a competitive
labour market. One repercussion of this is that farms will simply poach workers
from each other instead of recruiting from outside the sector.32 Ms Julia
Hollands made a similar point in Mansfield.33

9.30

A shortage of applicants for middle management positions was also noted in
the Sunraysia region,34 the Goulburn Valley35 and in the south of the state.36

9.31

In Bendigo, Ms Sherin Halliday provided the Committee with a list of middle
management courses available at Bendigo TAFE.37 According to Ms Halliday,
young people generally begin these courses after some time working in
agriculture. In Mildura, a similar trend was noted by La Trobe University’s Ms
Rebecca Wells.38

9.32

There has been a growing demand for highly skilled workers in the farming
sector over the past several decades. The current labour and skills shortage has
been explained as a combination of competition from other industries, poor
promotion of the industry, and an ageing and declining rural population.
Identified barriers to meeting these shortages include low industry involvement
in education and training, lack of promotion of career pathways, and the
limited capacity of the current education and training system to deliver
innovative training solutions.39

9.33

A list of identified labour shortages is included in Appendix 6.

Ms Sarah Parker, Chief Executive Officer, Murray Dairy, Public Hearing, Shepparton, 3 November
2011.
Ms Julia Hollonds, Office Manager, Minto Pastoral Company, Public Hearing, Mansfield, 5 August
2011.
Ms Anne Mansell, Chief Executive Officer, Mildura Development Corporation, Public Hearing,
Mildura, 20 July 2011; Mr Glenn Stewart, Executive Officer, Murray Mallee Local Learning and
Employment Network, Public Hearing, Swan Hill, 21 July 2011
Mr Andrew Plunkett, Chairman, Fruit Growers Victoria Ltd, Public Hearing, Shepparton, 3
November 2011.
Mr Ben Reeve, Recruitment Manager, Mike Stephens and Associates, Public Hearing, Ballarat, 24
August 2011; Mr Nathan Goonan, Chief Executive Officer, Warakirri Dairies, Public Hearing,
Melbourne 12 September 2011.
Ms Sherin Halliday, Program Coordinator LandLearn, Public Hearing, Bendigo, 23 June 2011.
Ms Rebecca Wells, Schools Support and Promotions Officer, La Trobe University, Public Hearing,
Mildura, 20 July 2011.
The Allen Consulting Group, Rebuilding the Agricultural Workforce: Report to the Business/Higher
Education Round Table, The Allen Consulting Group, Melbourne 2012.
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Snapshot: Nathan Goonan, Melbourne
Nathan is the Chief Executive Officer of Warakirri Dairies. He
grew up in Dederang in north‐east Victoria where his family
runs a beef operation. After graduating from Catholic College
Wodonga
in
1997
Nathan
studied
Agricultural
Science/Commerce at Melbourne University and was awarded a
Rural Finance Scholarship. Prior to Warakirri Dairies, Nathan
worked in mergers and acquisitions for National Australia Bank,
Lazard and Goldman Sachs in Australia, UK and the USA.
Nathan has gone from strength to strength in his career and is
an asset to the farming sector in Victoria.

Highly skilled
“I think the days of just quitting school at 15 and gong home on the family
farm are well and truly finished.” Ms Gaye Tripodi, Swan Hill.
“There needs to be respect for the fact that to be a profitable farmer you
have to be very smart. You have to know a lot of technical information,
because if you do not, you will run a multimillion dollar business into the
ground very quickly.” Dr Danielle Auldist, Leongatha.
9.34

In Mildura, the Committee heard from Ms Majella Ballard of Phalanx Consulting
Group. She told the Committee that the ever increasing use of technology and
increasing farm size that characterises modern farming means successful
farmers possess a different skill set to those that were needed on traditional
family farms. She likened the skill set to those of technical project managers
responsible for large operations, with an emphasis on minimising risk and
improving productivity and profitability.40

9.35

Dr Kaye Scholfield expressed this well in Dunkeld when she said that “…farmers
are on average making 30 significant project decisions a year and for each of
those 30 project decisions they would be consulting about 40 people”.41

9.36

Witnesses told the Committee about the wide variety of skills that comprise
modern agriculture, including:



40

41

42

Ms Robyn Gulline: accounting, mechanics, agronomy, risk management,
operations management, logistics42
Mr Chris Draffin: price risk marketing, price risk management, technology,
quality assurance43

Ms Majella Ballard, Regional Manager, Phalanx Consulting Group, Public Hearing, Mildura, 20 July
2011.
Dr Kaye Scholfield, Senior Manager Community Partnerships and Projects, RMIT University,
Hamilton, Public Hearing, Dunkeld, 17 October 2011.
Ms Robyn Gulline, Director of Finance and Information Technology, Gulline Farmers, Public
Hearing, Horsham, 23 August 2011.

Rural and Regional Committee

Page 213

Inquiry into the Capacity of the Farming Sector to Attract and Retain Young Farmers
and Respond to an Ageing Workforce






9.37

Other evidence listed further diverse skills:






43

44

45

46
47

48

49

50

51

52

53

Mr Dale Scott: animal nutrition; driving heavy vehicles; plumbing;
building44
Dr Kaye Scholfield: environmental responsibility; climate change; global
markets; communication and geospatial systems; genetics; animal ethics;
food quality; new energy sources; new markets; analytical thinking45
Mr Johan Botha‐Odendaal: soil science; microbiology; plant biology46
Ms Sarah Parker: agronomy; economics; accounting; hands‐on work.47

Management; leadership; strategy; risk management; climate change and
water management; biosecurity and food safety48
Botany; building; mechanical skills; marketing; accountancy; veterinary
skills; management skills; legal knowledge; website building49
Physical and technical skills; knowledge and thinking skills; and personal
skills50
Emissions reduction; responding to increasing water and energy prices;
efficient use of resources; and animal welfare51
Plant and animal genetics; telemetry equipment for remote reading of soil
moisture; feeding technologies; disease and health management; and
biotechnology.52

9.38

The Committee learnt how farmers diversify crops to spread risk, in particular
as a response to unpredictable weather patterns. Ms Claire Penniceard said:
“The technical agility with which they are doing that in controlled traffic
farming, for instance, is just stunning. It is really interesting stuff.”53

9.39

Ms Nicola Bussell talked about the level of sophistication on her farm near
Beechworth where she and her husband breed Alpine Dorpers. The Bussells are

Mr Chris Draffin, Student, School of Food, Land and Service Industries, University of Ballarat,
Public Hearing, Ballarat, 24 August 2011.
Mr Dale Scott, District Council President, United Dairy Farmers Victoria, Public Hearing, Nambrok,
20 September 2011.
Dr Kaye Scholfield, Senior Manager Community Partnerships and Projects, RMIT University,
Hamilton, Public Hearing, Dunkeld, 17 October 2011.
Mr Johan Botha‐Odendaal, Site Manager, Mepunga, Public Hearing, Timboon, 18 October 2011.
Ms Sarah Parker, Chief Executive Officer, Murray Dairy, Public Hearing, Shepparton, 3 November
2011.
Hollonds J, ‘Human resource needs for the Australian agricultural industry’, Literature Review,
2011.
Harvey N, ‘Farmers of the future: an interview with Taylor Reid of BeginningFarmers.org’,
Turnstyle, 22 June 2011.
Malcolm B, ‘Agriculture and agricultural science: where have all the young people gone’, Paper
presented to Young Agribusiness Leaders Summit, Melbourne, 18 August 2010.
AgriFood Skills Australia, 2011 Environmental Scan of the Agrifood industry: Australia’s regions,
Australia’s future, AgriFood Skills Australia, Canberra 2011. It also states that around 70% of the
agricultural sector is classified as ‘highly skilled’, despite the relatively low qualifications levels.
Davison S, ‘A career in agriculture – what does the future hold?’, Farm Institute Insights, February
2011.
Ms Claire Penniceard, Director and Owner, The Pig Pen Pty Ltd, Public Hearing, Beechworth, 4
August 2011.
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working with Lincoln University in New Zealand to map the DNA of their dorper
stud, to breed cold‐tolerant and footrot‐resistant sheep that can survive in
high‐rainfall areas as well as dry conditions. They also measure birth weight,
weaning weight and yearly weight; fat and eye muscle depth through
ultrasound; and fertility and scrotal circumference: “If we are not at the cutting
edge, we will not be able to farm…”.54
9.40

Aquaculture is also a highly skilled industry, as discussed by Ms Jennifer Savage:
We need to have scientific knowledge on water quality and how doing
different things to water will affect other parameters. There are about five
or six parameters we always have to check. However, if you do not know
what you are doing, one solution to fix one parameter can upset another
one. If you do not know all the science behind that, it is easy to do it. If you
look at pH and just throw in bicarb and your ammonia is at a certain level,
it will throw your ammonia levels through the roof and can kill your fish the
other way.55

54
55

56
57

9.41

Young people interested in science could also be attracted to the aquaculture
industry. As in the quote above, Ms Savage said that aquaculture is heavily
dependent on scientific knowledge, including around water quality and
recycling, disease management, and the different types of farming systems.
She said although the industry in northern Victoria does not have a problem
attracting local labour – fishing is very popular in the region – it does struggle
with a lack of skilled labour due to most graduates having good theoretical
knowledge but few practical skills. Access to training can be difficult, as well,
with most courses only available in Melbourne, Warrnambool and Lakes
Entrance. However, this is somewhat mitigated by the industry’s ability to train
young people on‐site.56

9.42

In Lakes Entrance, Mr Richard Owen also briefly discussed the subject of
aquaculture in Victoria. He told the Committee that the South East Australia
Marine Education Centre teaches tank aquaculture courses (the method used
by Ms Savage) but that demand for these courses is low. This, he argued,
reflects the fact that the aquaculture industry itself in Victoria is still relatively
small.57

Ms Nicola Bussell, Farmer, Alpine Dorpers, Public Hearing, Beechworth, 4 August 2011.
Ms Jennifer Savage, Owner, Savage Fishing Pty Ltd, Public Hearing, Shepparton, 3 November
2011.
Ibid.
Mr Richard Owen, General Manager, South East Australian Maritime Education Centre, Public
Hearing, Lakes Entrance, `3 December 2011.
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Snapshot: Emma Inglis, Timboon
Emma is a Year 11 student at Timboon P–12 School. Emma grew up on her family
farm. In her address to the Committee she points out the many attractions of farming.
She said that the sheer variety of career options in agriculture is one of the sector’s
main attractions:
You can breed animals and stuff like that. You can produce materials like milk, crops,
meat, wool — anything you can think of.
Autonomy is a big attraction:
Finally, you are able to be your own boss and do the things you want to do and not
have people tell you how to do them.
She highlights how young people can be involved in farming in so many ways:
You can also be involved in agriculture but not on the farm. You get people who sell
products to farmers, like sales reps; they help you fix the farm. Then you get the
agricultural accountants to help you with the financial
business. Then you get the artificial insemination
technicians…Then you get the mechanics who can fix
tractors and harvesting equipment. You get all of those
people. You go to the field days and you get all that stuff.
Then you get the contractors; there are many
contractors…Then you get agronomists who test soils and
tell you what fertilisers to use on the land. Then you get
the vets who help out with the farms. Since we are a
dairy farm we get the field officers from the factories to
tell us what you can do to produce more milk and get
better quality and stuff like that. Then you get the dairy
technicians to help with the farm and with the dairies and
you get the wash systems and the teat‐spraying stuff.
Emma Inglis is one example of the many vibrant young
people the Committee was fortunate to meet during this
Inquiry.
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Education and training
“If we can keep our kids at school to get a better education, they will be
better farmers.” Mr Dale Scott, Nambrok.
9.43

The Committee did not look into the Victorian education and training sector in
great depth in this Inquiry, given colleagues at the Education and Training
Committee’s concurrent Inquiry into Agricultural Education and Training.
However, it is important that we point out some valuable lessons and insights
that were provided by witnesses to the Committee about the useful
approaches that can be taken to educating workers in agriculture, and what is
unique about these.

9.44

They include:








9.45

Industry involvement
Effective education pathways
Combining practical with academic training
Including business skills as a major part of education
Providing an encouraging environment for students that values agriculture
as a career
Including hands on experience for students at high school level as well as
tertiary level
Connecting communities with the agricultural industries in their town or
region.

These issues will be covered in more depth in the Education and Training
Committee’s Final Report.58

Tertiary and secondary school demand
“We need to make it as easy as possible for young people who want to
enter [agriculture] to enter with an appropriate level of tertiary
education.” Mr Mike Stephens, Ballarat.
“There is limited demand from young people to train for the
horticultural industry.” Ms Patricia Thorburn, Mildura.

58
59

9.46

There is a concern that low demand for agricultural courses will act as an
impediment to the farming sector meeting its skill needs in the future, although
opinions on graduate shortages differ.59

9.47

Professor Richard Roush spoke to the Committee about the low demand for
tertiary agriculture courses throughout Australia. The Deans of Agriculture
estimate that there are three job vacancies for every graduate. More recent

See: www.parliament.vic.gov.au/etc.
Department of Agriculture, Fisheries and Forestry, ‘Issues Paper to Inform Development of a
National Food Plan’, Commonwealth of Australia, Canberra 2011.
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information suggests that this figure may be even higher. Professor Roush, who
is the Dean of the University of Melbourne’s School of Land and Environment
as well as President of the Australian Council of Deans of Agriculture, estimated
that there are currently somewhere between five and seven job vacancies for
every agriculture university graduate.60 The Committee believes that this is a
fact that this high demand should be strongly promoted to young people.
9.48

The Committee also heard from the University of Melbourne’s Mr Peter
McSweeney, who discussed the decline in students applying for agriculture
courses at tertiary level across Australia. While he identified a growth in
Certificate II, III and IV courses, figures are trending lower in Diploma and
Advanced Diploma of Agriculture courses. However, according to Mr
McSweeney, this has resulted in a situation where there may be three job
vacancies for every agriculture graduate.61

9.49

Agribusiness Gippsland makes a distinction between tertiary agscience courses
and management courses. It says that while demand for agscience courses is
low, there is a steady demand for management courses offered by Marcus
Oldham College.62

9.50

Dr Livingstone explained that even with the College’s business management
courses being fully subscribed, graduates still find jobs easily:
The students work pretty hard, but it is business management, not science.
We do not touch biology, chemistry or physics. We do do some research,
but that is applied research…The real challenge for the future is getting
people that can manage properties, understand cash flow, be able to talk
to accountants, lawyers and these sorts of people. I know in R&D there are
some issues over there, and we need ag scientists, but the big area of
unemployment for educated people in agriculture is the graduates at high
level in agscience. That is certainly what I am picking up—those whose
course does not necessarily find a home. In our second year, our practical
year of our farm management, for 30 students there would be 100, 120
employers looking for graduates.63

9.51

60

61

62
63

To try and increase demand for its diploma Professor Roush told the
Committee that the University of Melbourne is developing closer ties with
TAFEs across Victoria, in particular to create clearer and more well‐defined
education pathways for young people interested in studying agriculture. The
University is also developing closer ties with high schools across the state and
believes that careers advisers in high schools should be encouraging the best
students to study agriculture:

Professor Richard Roush, President, Australian Council of Deans of Agriculture, Public Hearing,
Melbourne, 10 October 2011.
Mr Peter McSweeney, Senior Lecturer, Department of Agriculture and Food Systems, University
of Melbourne, Public Hearing, Melbourne, 12 September 2011.
Agribusiness Gippsland, Submission, Number 64, 15 September 2011.
Dr Simon Livingstone, Principal, Marcus Oldham College, Public Hearing, Melbourne, 24 October
2011.
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Mr HOWARD — Is there some work being done with the secondary system,
for example? Is the university linking in with the secondary system to try to
rectify that — —
Prof. ROUSH — We are definitely trying. We are working with a couple of
other organisations, and we have commissioned a study. Bruce Kefford of
DPI has been instrumental in working on this. We have commissioned a
study to try to look at what are the kinds of successful recruitment
pathways that attract secondary students into universities so we get a
better understanding of it. We are definitely trying to figure that out.64

64

65
66

67

9.52

According to Professor Roush, careers advisers should tell students with high
ENTER scores that careers in agriculture can be as rewarding as, for example,
law or medicine, areas high achieving students are traditionally steered
towards.65

9.53

The Committee learnt that La Trobe University is considering raising the ENTER
score for its Bachelor of Agricultural Science degree. It is thought that doing so
may raise the image of agriculture among school students, who partly rate the
desirability of a degree according to its ENTER score.66

9.54

The Committee visited the University of Melbourne’s Dookie Campus, as part
of the evidence gathering process for this Inquiry. Ms Ros Gall, Head of
Campus, told the Committee that demand for tertiary agricultural courses has
dropped significantly over recent years. There are currently only 12 full‐time
students studying at Dookie, down from around 300 students in the mid‐1990s.

9.55

Ms Gall said that this decrease could partly be explained by the drought.
However, she also believed that high school careers advisers are steering the
brightest students away from careers in agriculture.67 (The drought and careers
advisers are discussed in more depth in Chapter 1.)

9.56

Mr McSweeney also identified the existence of problems with pathways from
VET courses to higher education but was unsure exactly what may be causing
these blockages. Suggested reasons include the cost of courses or that the
benefits of further study are not adequately promoted to young people. At the
same time there has been a big increase in demand from young people for
environmental studies courses.

Professor Richard Roush, President, Australian Council of Deans of Agriculture, Public Hearing,
Melbourne, 10 October 2011.
Ibid.
Frampton A, ‘Factors for consideration in reviewing the strategic direction of the Bachelor of
Agricultural Science at La Trobe University’, Paper presented at La Trobe University Workshop, 23
March 2012.
Mr Ross Gall, Director, School of Land and Environment, University of Melbourne, Site Visit,
Dookie, 2 November 2011.
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9.57

As for solutions, Mr McSweeney identified three possible areas of focus:




68

69
70

71

72

73

74

Improve the underlying attractiveness of agriculture
Provide incentives to study agriculture at a tertiary level
Improve pathways to higher education, including access to courses
(education pathways are discussed in Chapter 10.)68

9.58

It should be noted that Mr McSweeney was under no illusion as to the difficulty
of implementing solutions once they have been identified, pointing out: “It is
easily said but quite difficult to do...”.69

9.59

In its submission, the University of Melbourne also suggested that governments
can create demand for agriculture courses through government cadetships.70

9.60

Professor Roush told the Committee that the University of Melbourne is also
trying to persuade the Commonwealth Government to lower HECS fees for
agriculture courses. It is hoped that not only would this offer a financial
incentive to study agriculture, its would send a message to the community that
agriculture is important and needs more young people choosing it as a career.71

9.61

However, The Allen Consulting Group found that HECS discounts have generally
been ineffective in increasing demand for tertiary agricultural courses. The
federal government has ended a recent program of discounted fees for science
and maths degrees (of which agriculture had not been included). The Allen
Consulting Group argued that skills shortages are best tackled by creating
demand with improved working conditions and career options.72

9.62

In Ballarat, Associate Professor White said that universities are constrained by
the fact that their business models are determined by student numbers. In
other words, there is a catch‐22 for education providers, in that they don’t
want to provide courses without there being the demand for these courses, yet
demand may not be there without the courses.73 In its submission to this
Inquiry, Primary Skills Victoria is critical of the threat to skills development in
the farming sector posed by what it labels a ‘demand driven funding regime’.74

9.63

The Committee notes the relative lack of availability of agriculture courses in
rural Victoria, in particular the lack of courses in the Sunraysia region. Ms Wells
pointed out that La Trobe University in Mildura does not offer any agricultural

Mr Peter McSweeney, Senior Lecturer, Department of Agriculture and Food Systems, University
of Melbourne, Public Hearing, Melbourne, 12 September 2011.
Ibid.
Melbourne School of Land and Environment, University of Melbourne, Submission, Number 12, 4
August 2011.
Professor Richard Roush, President, Australian Council of Deans of Agriculture, Public Hearing,
Melbourne, 10 October 2011.
The Allen Consulting Group, Rebuilding the Agricultural Workforce: Report to the Business/Higher
Education Round Table, The Allen Consulting Group, Melbourne 2012.
Industries Development Committee Workforce, Skills and Training Working Group, Workforce,
Training and Skills Issues in Agriculture, Commonwealth of Australia, Canberra 2009; Pratley J E,
‘Workforce planning in agriculture: agricultural education and capacity building at the crossroads’,
Farm Policy Journal, Vol 5, No 3, August Quarter 2008.
Primary Skills Victoria, Submission, Number 11, 4 August 2011.

Page 220

Rural and Regional Committee

Chapter Nine | Workforce development

science courses (they are available at La Trobe’s Melbourne and Albury‐
Wodonga campuses). As for training in the region, neither MADEC Community
College nor Sunraysia TAFE offer agricultural courses either, although MADEC
provides ChemCert accreditation courses and the Sunraysia Institute of TAFE
offers diplomas and certificates in horticulture, as well as its training farm at
Cardross.75
9.64

This is not to say that lack of demand is not a problem. For example, the day
before appearing at the Swan Hill public hearing, Mr Glenn Stewart, Executive
Officer, Murray Mallee Local Learning and Employment Network attended a
careers day at Sunraysia Institute of TAFE. A survey of 200 Year 10 students was
carried out as part of the day. The survey found that of these 200 young
people, only two expressed an interest in agriculture.76

9.65

In Mildura, Mr Christopher Mitchell from Northern Mallee Local Learning and
Employment Network told the Committee about a survey he had conducted in
2010 of 460 Year 9 and 10 students from across the region. Of these 460 young
people, only three expressed an interest in agriculture or horticulture.77

9.66

However, at Longerenong College, the Committee heard that demand can be
created when higher education providers work closely with high schools. Mr
John Goldsmith told the Committee that Longerenong College has seen a 30
per cent increase in student numbers since 2007. Mr Goldsmith suggested that
this was partly due to the appointment of Ms Donna Winfield as a
Development Officer and her hard work engaging with local schools to attract
students to the College.78

9.67

Ms Winfield added that Longerenong College is the only agricultural exhibitor
that attends the Age Careers Expo in Melbourne and that there had been a big
growth in the number of young people attending the College’s open day
following its attendance at the Expo:
So we have been to The Age Careers Expo, and I guess when I'm travelling
quite often I'm travelling with Monash University, La Trobe and things like
that, so they suggested that I head along to The Age Careers Expo. So for
the past three years we have been the only agricultural exhibitor there and
they get close to 40,000 Year 12 students over the three days. We have
seen tremendous growth in people attending our Open Days from that,
particularly because they're really serious about heading down the
agricultural page.79

75

76

77

78

79

Ms Rebecca Wells, Schools Support and Promotions Officer, La Trobe University, Public Hearing,
Mildura, 20 July 2011.
Mr Glenn Stewart, Executive Officer, Murray Mallee Local Learning and Employment Network,
Public Hearing, Swan Hill, 21 July 2011.
Mr Christopher Mitchell, Workplace Learning Coordinator, Northern Mallee Local Learning and
Employment Network, Public Hearing, Mildura, 20 July 2011.
Mr John Goldsmith, Head of Campus, Longerenong College, Public Hearing, Horsham, 23 August
2011.
Ms Donna Winfield, Development Officer, Longerenong College, Public Hearing, Horsham, 23
August 2011.
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9.68

As discussed in Chapter 2, both Mansfield Secondary College and Leongatha
Secondary College enjoy strong demand for their high school agriculture
courses. In Mansfield, Ms Julie Aldous said that demand can be created among
young people, but it has to happen at school level. In her opinion, trying to
create demand when young people are 18 or 19 is too late.80

9.69

The Committee also heard that demand for Tyrell College’s VET certificate in
agriculture for Year 11 and 12 students has been growing over the past several
years. The Committee learned that this course is only available due to the
‘…goodwill of farmers and farming related businesses who have donated land,
seed, soil testing, machinery, chemicals, fertilisers and the like’.81

9.70

The Committee also understands that many schools struggle with teacher
availability82 or, as Mr Gary Bourke from Murtoa College described it,
prioritising resources:
We encourage our Year 10s doing a VET course, but there's no 9 or 10
agricultural offering. If we tried to, it means that we would have to take
the agriculture and horticulture teacher away from another role he does.
He is a VCE coordinator, careers coordinator, he teaches foundation maths
and also does a middle school unit.83

9.71

The Victorian Farmers Federation says that the decrease in demand for
agricultural courses in high schools can be explained by a number of factors:





Agriculture is not taught from a young enough age
The impact of the drought
Declining rural population
Urban families no longer having a relative in rural Victoria.84

9.72

Industry also has a responsibility to created demand. Speaking about training in
general, Primary Skills Executive Officer Mr Greg Hallihan complimented the
way in which the National Centre for Dairy Education – Australia creates
demand for its short courses and customised programs for dairy and processing
organisations, individual farmers, and people in the dairy service industry.

9.73

Mr Hallihan added that the National Centre for Dairy Education – Australia
does work in partnership with a public education provider (the Goulburn Ovens
Institute of TAFE) and that the state government should provide increased
capital investment for all training organisations involved in agriculture:
They are not only looking at the demand side, which in any case is critical
— in other words, what they need to meet their product needs and skill
levels — they are also engaging with secondary schools, trying to create a

80

81
82

83
84

Ms Julie Aldous, Agribusiness Teacher, Mansfield Secondary College, Public Hearing, Mansfield, 5
August 2011.
Buloke Shire Council, Submission, Number 65, 16 September 2011.
Hollonds J, ‘Human resource needs for the Australian agricultural industry’, Literature Review,
2011.
Mr Gary Bourke, Teacher, Murtoa College, Public Hearing, Horsham, 23 August 2011.
Victorian Farmers Federation, Submission, Number 27, 5 August 2011.
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visibility for dairying specifically, but by default most probably agriculture,
because you cannot have one without the other, and to a large extent
growing a model that actually uses government funding to not only provide
delivery but precipitate engagement right across the board.85
9.74

According to Mr Hallihan, creating demand becomes self‐perpetuating: “By
growing participation, the funding follows…”.86

9.75

The Committee also heard from Mr Luke Prime, Commercial Manger at the
National Centre for Dairy Education – Australia. Mr Prime’s evidence explained
the way in which the Centre is aligning specific roles on farms with the
Certificate‐level training it offers – a good example of industry initiative in this
area.87

Snapshot: Longerenong College, Horsham
Longerenong College is situated 13 kilometres north‐east of Horsham and was
established in 1889. It offers vocational education and training in the agriculture and
land management fields, at the Certificate II through to Advanced Diploma levels, in a
variety of skills, including: shearing; truck driving; forklift operation; header operation;
farm records and financial packages; first aid; and metal fabrication. Many of these are
taught as subjects through the main courses and are also available as short courses
and through other more flexible delivery options.
The College operates a farm of around 2,500 acres, with cropping, sheep (merino and
prime lambs) and beef cattle enterprises. The farm is operated commercially using
management strategies equating to best local practices and provides practical training
in the skills required for these enterprises.
Board and lodging at the College are available for students studying full‐time at the
campus or attending training blocks or workshops, along with a range of sporting,
social and recreational facilities.

Industry in partnership with education and training
“Bringing the training and education sectors and industry together is also
extremely beneficial in determining the level and appropriateness of
training required and how it should be delivered.” Ms Anne Mansell,
Mildura.
9.76

85

86
87

The overall message from the public hearings seems to be that it is the
responsibility of industry to better organise itself and identify its training needs
in terms of attracting and retaining young people. The role of federal and state

Mr Greg Hallihan, Executive Officer, Primary Skills Victoria, Public Hearing, Melbourne, 10
October 2011.
Ibid.
Mr Luke Prime, Commercial Manager, National Centre for Dairy Education – Australia, Public
Hearing, Nambrok, 20 September 2011.
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governments, perhaps through bodies such as Local Learning and Employment
Networks and the TAFE sector, is to facilitate links between young people and
industry and ensure young people are being equipped with the necessary skills
to succeed in a career in agriculture. The Committee heard this relationship
described as a “two‐way street”: industry should be involved in decision
making around education; and both sectors must be involved in breaking down
barriers between the education sector and industry.88
9.77

The issue of training and young people was discussed by the Committee in
Nambrok. The Committee heard from Mr Michael Murphy, Chief Executive
Officer of the Baw Baw Latrobe Local Learning and Employment Network, who
spoke about the need to form stronger links between the farming sector and
training providers.89

9.78

Mr Murphy argued that there is currently a shortage of people performing a
‘brokerage’ role between the two sectors, leading to the ‘skills mismatch’ that
the Committee heard about; that is, young people entering the workforce
without the skills required by the industry.90

9.79

Some of the obvious disadvantages of this mismatch include young people not
being as employable as they could be, as well as the burden being placed on
farm owners to train their employees on‐farm. This skills mismatch can lead to
lost productivity and damage to both machinery and crops in some cases.

9.80

The Committee heard that this skills mismatch is a problem in the Mildura
region:
Mr HOWARD — Is the industry satisfied that the other skill sets that they
need, as indicated in these brochures, are readily available to access
through either Sunraysia Institute of TAFE or Latrobe uni or is there still a
need to further work up course opportunities that are going to meet their
needs?
Ms MANSELL — More the latter. There is still a lot of opportunity. We ran a
skills forum where we had industry and the training providers sit down
together to try to ascertain what it is that the industry really wants. The
industry was quite clearly saying, ‘There are things that are lacking that we
are not seeing being delivered’, and the training providers were then going
back to review the training that is being offered to see how they could

88
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90

Mr Russell Johnson, Executive Officer, Bendigo Schools Trade Training Centre, Public Hearing,
Bendigo, 23 June 2011.
Mr Michael Murphy, Chief Executive Officer, Baw Baw LaTrobe Local Learning and Employment
Network, Public Hearing, Nambrok, 20 September 2011.
Dr Sam Nelson, Manager Rural Affairs, National Farmers’ Federation, Consultations, Canberra 16
November 2011; Department of Agriculture, Fisheries and Forestry, ‘Issues Paper to Inform
Development of a National Food Plan’, Commonwealth of Australia, Canberra 2011; Primary Skills
Victoria, Industry Skill Needs Report, Skills Victoria, Melbourne 2011; Deloitte Access Economics,
Victorian Skill Needs in 2011: A summary of industry intelligence, Skills Victoria, Melbourne March
2011.
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work with industry much more closely and actually deliver what industry
requires.91
9.81

Ms Mansell was meeting with Skills Victoria shortly after the Committee’s
public hearing in Mildura to discuss this issue.

9.82

Speaking generally about horticultural growers, Mr Ross Skinner, Chief
Executive Officer of the Almond Board of Australia, said that some growers:
…are a little bit reluctant now to utilise certificate holders who have come
through the traditional training system…They are having to spend a lot of
their own time training. They are saying anything up to two weeks of on‐
farm training is needed before someone will pick up sufficient skills to be
left to their own devices, and during that period they are seeing a lot of
damage occurring to the orchard trees, as people have their learning
curve.92

9.83

Mr Craig Thornton, a citrus grower from Irymple, told the Committee that one
of his workers had completed a training course without understanding anything
about the basic biology of plants: “He had learnt how to kill it with weedicide;
he had learnt how to spray and protect it with some fungicides but he had not
learnt how that plant grew.”93

9.84

In its submission, Primary Skills Victoria discusses Victoria’s vocational training
system and expresses its concerns with the system.94 Similar concerns were
expressed in an AgriFood Skills Australia report completed in 2011.95

9.85

Mr Prime told the Committee that in Gippsland there has been a break in the
link between farmers and registered training organisations that the National
Centre for Dairy Education – Australia is trying to repair:
…one of the biggest things that has always been limiting in agriculture for
us in the ten years that I have been involved is the ability for an RTO to
work really well with all the different employers in the region and know
every opportunity that is out there for young people who come to us. So
on a weekly basis — not being silly — between my Warragul and
Leongatha campuses, my staff would be getting one, two, three or four
calls per week from farmers saying, ‘I need a person of this type’. Whether
that is a farm manager, whether it is a sharefarmer, whether it is a relief
milker, whether it is a new trainee — whatever it might be — we are
getting these regular calls. We are not resourced or funded as a TAFE
training provider to then go and manage a database of potential employers

91

92

93
94
95

Ms Anne Mansell, Chief Executive Officer, Mildura Development Corporation, Public Hearing,
Mildura, 20 July 2011.
Mr Ross Skinner, Chief Executive Officer, Almond Board of Australia, Public Hearing, Mildura, 20
July 2011.
Mr Craig Thornton, Senior Manager, Wingara Wine Group, Public Hearing, Mildura, 20 July 2011.
Primary Skills Victoria, Submission, Number 11, 4 August 2011.
AgriFood Skills Australia, 2011 Environmental Scan of the Agrifood industry: Australia’s regions,
Australia’s future, AgriFood Skills Australia, Canberra 2011.
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and a database of potential employees, but off our own bats we try to
make as many matches as we can.96
9.86

The Committee heard about a 2008 project run by Skills Victoria looking at the
training sector. One of the key findings of the project was that the TAFE sector
needed to do more to identify and meet the needs of the farming sector, by
going out to farms and speaking to farmers. The project also found that the
TAFE sector was unprepared for understanding the future needs of agriculture,
including training practices and technology.97

9.87

In general, evidence has been critical of registered training organisations,
including of the poor technical standards of some courses and the need for a
better connection with the farming sector.98 There was a belief that registered
training organisations in regional Victoria could do more to help the
relationships that already exist to flourish, so that farmers are better placed to
take advantage of the available training opportunities. It was the view of Ms
Ballard that this can be done with imagination and creativity, rather than
simply more funding:
The priority should be what really good farmers need to develop their
expertise, and to then hand that on to younger people with confidence. If
we focus on that partnership, there is sufficient funding from government
already. You do not even need to run a new program. You just need to
encourage the people currently in receipt of funds for training and
workforce development to be more creative, more inclusive, more
consultative and get better results. I would congratulate you if you could
get all that done.99

9.88

A defence of registered training organisations was provided by Ms Ann Young,
Director, NorthEd International College. Ms Young told the Committee that the
compliance standards that registered training organisations must meet are
inflexible and do not acknowledge the best way of training people in the
farming sector:
The auditors who do the auditing have no knowledge of rural training in
most cases…If you want to do rural training, it has to be at the right time
and in the right place. You do not want to be saying, ‘Next Tuesday at 10
o’clock we are going to be doing this’, when if something happens on the
farm or out there then you can show them a really good thing that is
happening that is of much more value than having an auditor coming in
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99

Mr Luke Prime, Commercial Manager, National Centre for Dairy Education – Australia, Public
Hearing, Nambrok, 20 September 2011.
Mr Greg Laidlaw, Rural and Workforce Development Officer, Shire of Moira, Public Hearing,
Beechworth, 4 August 2011.
Mr Glenn Fox, Managing Director, Fox Ag, Public Hearing, Mansfield, 5 August 2011; Central
Highlands Agribusiness Forum, Submission, Number 20, 5 August 2011; Primary Skills Victoria,
Industry Skill Needs Report, Skills Victoria, Melbourne 2011; Deloitte Access Economics, Victorian
Skill Needs in 2011: A summary of industry intelligence, Skills Victoria, Melbourne March 2011.
Ms Majella Ballard, Regional Manager, Phalanx Consulting Group, Public Hearing, Mildura, 20 July
2011.
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and saying, ‘Sorry, you are non‐compliant because you have not done it the
right way’.100
9.89

Echoing the earlier discussion on demand, Mr Hallihan added that agricultural
training is a ‘thin market’ ruled by profits, such that if it is too expensive to
deliver a course, the course will simply be withdrawn. Mr Hallihan’s solution
was to introduce weighted funding models for courses that address specific
skills shortages in areas of low population.101 Weighted funding is also argued
for in Primary Skills Victoria’s submission, which states: ‘…the reality is that
successive governments have failed to adequately support agricultural training
in rural communities’.102

9.90

Weighted funding is also discussed in the submission from the Victorian
Farmers Federation:
The VFF has been informed that generally an RTO requires 20 or more
students to run a viable course; however, agriculture which has: small class
numbers, regional isolation and high capital cost of machinery does not fit
the current funding allocation from governments to remain viable. The
number of registered training organisations who choose to subsidise
agriculture delivery are starting to question the financial viability in running
these courses in an open contestable market where the bottom line rules
delivery. This is one of the reasons why less RTOs have some agricultural
industries in their scope. The VFF does not want to see the same
withdrawal of regional provision that occurred with the regional campuses
of Melbourne University.
The VFF understands standard funding for student in TAFE for Certificates
2, 3 and 4 is between $7.70 ‐$7.90 per student contact hour (SCH). We also
understand that the normal agriculture VET program run regionally is
multiplied by a rate of 1.2 which equates to around $10.00. This is the
same rate as plumbers, mechanics or builders courses run within
metropolitan RTOs, these traditional trades often do not have the same
regional cost disadvantage.
The VFF does not believe that the current fee and funding arrangements
achieve the right balance between individual, employer and government
contributions because there is no proper allowance for regional students
studying agriculture with the reality of small classes and higher costs.103

9.91

100
101

102
103

The farming sector itself has a responsibility to talk to the education sector and
explain what skills are needed. Professor Sue Kilpatrick told the Committee that
peak farming groups are best placed to act as ‘training brokers’ – people or
organisations that link training providers with farmers and help each
understand the other’s needs and capabilities. This is because of the trust
factor discussed in the section on farmer health in Chapter 1:

Ms Ann Young, Director, NorthEd International College, Public Hearing, Swan Hill, 21 July 2011.
Mr Greg Hallihan, Executive Officer, Primary Skills Victoria, Public Hearing, Melbourne, 10
October 2011.
Primary Skills Victoria, Submission, Number 11, 4 August 2011.
Victorian Farmers Federation, Submission, Number 27, 5 August 2011.
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There again industry organisations, particularly commodity‐based ones but
to some extent the place‐based ones like the VFF, are trusted by farmers.
They are seen as credible because they understand farmers and they are
for farmers or Cotton Australia or whatever. Whilst we might think that
they only understand the technical bit of the farmer business, farmers
think, ‘Well, if they are talking to me about health or about education and
training, they really know me’, so they take a lot of notice of them.104
9.92

Professor Kilpatrick singled out the Grains Industry Training Network and
Birchip Cropping Group as two good examples of farming groups performing
this brokerage role. She added that the need for brokers arises from the fact
that farmers, like all professionals, are not always aware of their weaknesses
and don’t always have a good understanding of what they need to learn.105

9.93

Similarly, Mr Kent Wooding said: “A farmer will keep doing what he does until
he is made aware of something else out there that is possible.”106

9.94

This ‘brokerage’ role is clearly the role that Local Learning and Employment
Networks should be performing so it is unclear why the Committee also heard
this evidence from Local Learning and Employment Networks themselves.107
One reason may be because the Local Learning and Employment Networks are
under‐funded or only funded to run short‐term programs, inhibiting their
ability to gain traction with this problem. (Short‐term funding is discussed in
Chapter 13.)

9.95

Another reason is that, as Mr Murphy argued and as is discussed in Chapter 13,
the farming sector is too fragmented:
LLENs have developed as sorts of partnerships across industry sectors right
across the state. You have probably heard of some other ones in other
parts of the state as well. The difference with the ag sector, as I said, is the
diversity, the size of the employer and the capacity to actually look at really
upskilling right across the whole sector.108

9.96
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Another possible explanation lies in the behaviour of industry itself. The
Committee heard about results achieved by the accounting industry’s proactive

Professor Sue Kilpatrick, Research Professor of Regional Communities, Alfred Deakin Research
Institute, Deakin University, Public Hearing, Dunkeld, 17 October 2011.
The submission to this Inquiry from the Alfred Deakin Research Institute (Number 10, 2 August
2011) refers to two papers discussing the role of brokers in industry training: Kilpatrick S,
‘Scanners, brokers and providers: Partners in developing learning programs’, Australian
Vocational Educational Research Association 7th National Conference, Rydges Eagle Hawk Resort,
Canberra, 17‐19 March. See:
www.avetra.org.au/Conference_Archives/2004/documents/PA020Kilpatrick.pdf; and Kilpatrick S,
Fulton A and Johns S, ‘Matching training needs and opportunities: The case for training brokers in
the Australian agricultural sector’, International Journal of Lifelong Education, Vol 26, No 2, 2007.
Mr Kent Wooding, Manager, AGRIvision Consultants, Public Hearing, Swan Hill, 21 July 2011.
Mr Christopher Mitchell, Workplace Learning Coordinator, Northern Mallee Local Learning and
Employment Network, Public Hearing, Mildura, 20 July 2011; Mr Glenn Stewart, Executive Officer,
Murray Mallee Local Learning and Employment Network, Public Hearing, Swan Hill, 21 July 2011.
Mr Michael Murphy, Chief Executive Officer, Baw Baw LaTrobe Local Learning and Employment
Network, Public Hearing, Nambrok, 20 September 2011.
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approach in Swan Hill to attracting young people.109 (This is similar to evidence
on careers advisers included in Chapter 1.)
9.97

In Nambrok, Mr Murphy also provided an example from the energy sector –
another major employer in the Gippsland region – that may provide lessons to
the farming sector. Faced with an ageing workforce, Mr Murphy said that
energy companies developed a long‐term partnership with training providers,
linking young people with careers in the sector. As with accountancy in Swan
Hill, this is an example of an industry showing initiative in tackling its own
workforce issues.110

9.98

In a presentation made to the Committee, Mr Murphy also provided evidence
of this happening in agriculture in Gippsland. The Gippsland Regional Skills
Forum is an example of schools, TAFEs and registered training organisations
combining to offer agricultural training to young people. This training
sometimes took the form of online video classes – with the example provided
of a Nambrok farmer teaching students based in Warragul and Swifts Creek.

9.99

In their submissions, both Gippsland Water111 and RMIT University Hamilton112
suggest online and remote access training will become increasingly important
to the farming sector.

9.100 Mr Murphy stressed that a program such as the Gippsland Regional Skills
Forum cannot operate without a number of partnerships. These partnerships
need to exist both among farmers and between industry and training
organisations. While the state government should not be expected to create
these networks, Mr Murphy suggested that it could provide some form of
support to these networks once they are up and running. In particular, he said,
the state government should look at supporting the coordinators who speak to
the farmers and the training organisations, what Mr Murphy labelled
“agriculture‐specific partnership brokers”.113
9.101 Mr Mitchell, who works for the Northern Mallee Local Learning and
Employment Network, suggested that more funding for Local Learning and
Employment Networks to establish links would be welcome:
Mr HOWARD — The concept of LLENs initially really has been to work
along that path to link the employment sector in with the education sector
a lot more closely. From what you are saying, is there a failure in the LLEN,
or is it just that there is more of a challenge still for the LLEN to keep going
to ensure that that linkage happens and strengthens?
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Mr Glenn Stewart, Executive Officer, Murray Mallee Local Learning and Employment Network,
Public Hearing, Swan Hill, 21 July 2011.
Mr Michael Murphy, Chief Executive Officer, Baw Baw LaTrobe Local Learning and Employment
Network, Public Hearing, Nambrok, 20 September 2011.
Gippsland Water, Submission, Number 58, 16 August 2011.
The Potter Rural Community Research Network, RMIT University, Submission, Number 33, 5
August 2011.
Mr Michael Murphy, Chief Executive Officer, Baw Baw LaTrobe Local Learning and Employment
Network, Public Hearing, Nambrok, 20 September 2011.
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Mr MITCHELL — The answer is probably a bit like, ‘How long is a piece of
string?’. If you take the time and devote all your resources to one industry,
then all the other industries that deserve your attention are missing out on
an opportunity. I might not have alluded to it, but in the work I have been
doing with some of the agribusinesses locally and at Robinvale some of the
relationships that we are developing with them are going to create the
kinds of opportunities that groups like the Birchip Cropping Group and
other organisations could take on board and use as an example or model
to maybe put together some programs for kids more in the broadacre
farming industry rather than horticulture.
Mr HOWARD — So are you alluding to the fact that greater resourcing
within the LLEN would help you progress that more quickly?
Mr MITCHELL — Absolutely.114
9.102 Although the Murray Mallee Local Learning and Employment Network lists its
links with local industry as one of its strengths and provides four examples to
support this statement, none of these are agriculture related. It says the state
government should fund a trial for Local Learning and Employment Networks
to employ a full‐time ‘…school industry broker specifically dedicated to the
development of increased awareness of career pathways and industry
partnerships in agriculture for a period of two years’.115 The estimated cost of
this is $2.55 million dollars, but there is no mention of what would happen
after these two years.
9.103 The Gippsland Regional Skills Forum is a good example of programs that
provide young people with specific agricultural training that also keeps them
linked to their region, by outlining local career opportunities. These programs
work well because they are a partnership between the agricultural sector and
training and education providers.
9.104 However, as Mr Murphy noted above, the diversity of the farming sector and
its larger number of small businesses can make this unity hard to achieve.

Recommendation 27
That the state government encourage Local Learning and Employment Networks to
identify how they can achieve better links between the farming sector and education
and training providers through this network.

114

115

Mr Christopher Mitchell, Workplace Learning Coordinator, Northern Mallee Local Learning and
Employment Network, Public Hearing, Mildura, 20 July 2011.
Murray Mallee Local Learning and Employment Network, Submission, Number 2, 13 July 2011.

Page 230

Rural and Regional Committee

Chapter Nine | Workforce development

Delivering education and training
9.105 In Victoria, education and training providers are divided into three distinct
camps: business management courses at Marcus Oldham College; practical
‘hands on’ skills’ from TAFE colleges; and the science‐based degrees at
universities.116 Mr Darren Gordon from RIST (Rural Industries Skill Training), a
private training provider based in Hamilton, thought that tertiary courses
should be combining scientific knowledge with more ‘practical’ skills.117 Dr
Livingstone ascribed the success of Marcus Oldham College to the fact that it
offers students this combination of practical and theoretical education.118 Mr
Broad made the point that the best agricultural education combines hands‐on
work with lessons in the classroom, giving a simple example of maths being
used to determine how much water a dam holds.119
9.106 The Committee also heard that flexible and innovate training methods are
needed to increase the uptake of training in the farming sector.120 Professor
Kilpatrick provided an example of one of the ways in which the Committee
heard we can achieve this. Professor Kilpatrick believes that certain types of
learning methods are more suited to agriculture. She said that because farming
is usually a team‐based occupation, farmers learn best in teams.121
9.107 Courses also reach the greatest number of people when they can be delivered
on‐site. The nature of farm work – the seasonality of agriculture as well as the
fact that farmers are usually only able to leave their farms for small amounts of
time – makes it difficult for farmers to take time off from their work and travel
long distances to attend courses in regional centres or Melbourne.122
9.108 Mr Greg Laidlaw told the Committee about a registered training organisation in
Kyabram that delivers training to farmers in Nathalia, rather than expect the
farmers to come to them. The farmers were particularly appreciative of this, in
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Ms Julia Schlapp, Research Project Officer, RMIT University, Hamilton, Public Hearing, Dunkeld, 17
October 2011.
Mr Darren Gordon, Business Development and Lifetime Ewe Management Program Leader, Rural
Industries Skill Training, Public Hearing, Dunkeld, 17 October 2011.
Dr Simon Livingstone, Principal, Marcus Oldham College, Public Hearing, Melbourne, 24 October
2011.
Mr Andrew Broad, President, Victorian Farmers Federation, Public Hearing, Melbourne, 24
October 2011. The Committee also heard contradictory evidence on the quality of agricultural
tertiary education, including that there is not enough / too much focus on science. This subject
will be discussed in more detail in the Education and Training Committee’s Inquiry into
Agricultural Education and Training Final Report (see: www.parliament.vic.gov.au/etc).
Industries Development Committee Workforce, Skills and Training Working Group, Workforce,
Training and Skills Issues in Agriculture, Commonwealth of Australia, Canberra 2009; Department
of Agriculture, Fisheries and Forestry, ‘Issues Paper to Inform Development of a National Food
Plan’, Commonwealth of Australia, Canberra 2011.
Professor Sue Kilpatrick, Research Professor of Regional Communities, Alfred Deakin Research
Institute, Deakin University, Public Hearing, Dunkeld, 17 October 2011.
Mr Shane Zammit, Student, School of Food, Land and Service Industries, University of Ballarat,
Public Hearing, Ballarat, 24 August 2011; Ms Jennifer Savage, Owner, Savage Fishing Pty Ltd,
Public Hearing, Shepparton, 3 November 2011.
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particular because of the time and fuel savings.123 Westvic Staffing Solutions
was also very complimentary of RIST’s delivery of on‐the‐job training: ‘This
flexible method of training is relevant to the workplace, engages all
stakeholders more closely and is cost and time efficient.’124
9.109 On a similar note, the Committee heard an argument for self‐employed
farmers being paid to attend training courses. Mr Peter Jones, the Chief
Executive Officer of MADEC Community College in Mildura, said that this was
needed as an acknowledgement of the difficulty training imposes on small
farms: “…it is only the blokes that have a good farm back‐up — the wife, kids,
brother or somebody else — looking after the farm who can afford to be away
from the farm for the day.”125
9.110 The Committee also notes that it is very hard for employers, especially from
small farms, to let their staff leave the farm for training.126
9.111 The Committee heard a variety of evidence about the availability of education
and training options in rural Victoria. In Gippsland, although there is no
university in the region offering agscience, education and training options are
available from a number of other providers.127 However, it was felt the
institutions are not well served by public transport.128
9.112 The Central Highlands Agribusiness Forum’s ‘Primary Producer Skills Audit and
Framework 2007’ argues that although there are many training providers in its
region, there is a disconnect between how they deliver training and how
farmers want them to deliver training: ‘A key outcome of this report is the
deficiencies in the delivery mechanisms used in the delivery of programs to the
rural sector.’129
9.113 It has been suggested that rural industries generally lack awareness of the
number of training options available to them.130 It is a key finding of this
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Mr Greg Laidlaw, Rural and Workforce Development Officer, Shire of Moira, Public Hearing,
Beechworth, 4 August 2011.
Westvic Staffing Solutions, Submission, Number 5 August 2011.
Mr Peter Jones, Director, Mildura and District Education Council, Public Hearing, Mildura, 20 July
2011.
Mr Chris Draffin, Student, School of Food, Land and Service Industries, University of Ballarat,
Public Hearing, Ballarat, 24 August 2011; West Wimmera Shire Council, Submission, Number 8, 1
August 2011; Golden Plains Shire Council, Submission, Number 14, 4 August 2011; Hollonds J,
‘Human resource needs for the Australian agricultural industry’, Literature Review, 2011;
Victorian Food Industry Training Board, Skills Needs Report 2011, Victorian Food Industry Training
Board, Melbourne 2011.
East Gippsland Shire Council, Submission, Number 23, 5 August 2011; Agribusiness Gippsland,
Submission, Number 64, 15 September 2011.
Wellington Shire Council, Submission, Number 18, 5 August 2011; Baw Baw Shire Council,
Submission, Number 59, 17 August 2011.
Central Highlands Agribusiness Forum, Submission, Number 20, 5 August 2011. Also see: Moira
Shire Council, Submission, Number 61, 6 September 2011; Gardiner Foundation, Submission,
Number 22, 5 August 2011; Moorabool Shire Council, Submission, Number 60, 17 August 2011.
SED Consulting, Workforce Development Plan for the Victorian Grains and Dairy Industries,
Victorian Government, Melbourne 2010; Victorian Food Industry Training Board, Skills Needs
Report 2011, Victorian Food Industry Training Board, Melbourne 2011.
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Inquiry that training providers must deliver agriculture training and education
in a more flexible and innovative range of models. These models and related
pathways need to be made clear to young people considering a career in
agriculture.
9.114 The Committee received a submission from the Mitta to Murray Landcare
group outlining their proposal to establish a pilot Agricultural Learning Centre
in their region:
...as a concrete means of addressing and responding to the capacity of
the Farming Sector to attract and retain young farmers and respond to
an ageing workforce in the area.131
The Centre is fully outlined in their submission and would include a ‘Master
Farmer’ program containing professional development mentoring skills
training. It would encourage the establishment of relationships between
farmers, students and their teachers that may lead to the establishment of new
enterprises and business partnerships. Other features would be industry
showcasing, guest speaker forums, business partnerships and research
opportunities that meet industry needs.132
9.115 The Committee believes that this initiative should be supported.

Recommendation 28
That the state government provide funding of $10,000 to support development of a
business case for the establishment of an ‘Agricultural Learning Centre’ in rural or
regional Victoria. The centre would complement research and education institutions
through provision of industry showcasing / guest speaker forums, work experience
opportunities, training and scholarships.

9.116 One of the biggest debates around the delivery of education and training is that
of courses delivered as full qualifications over a number of years versus those
delivered in smaller portions, also known as ‘building blocks’.
9.117 The Committee heard that there is a high rate of young people dropping out of
tertiary agriculture studies before they complete their courses.133 In Canberra,
Mr Allen Grant, First Assistant Secretary, Agricultural Productivity Division,
Department of Agriculture, Forestry and Fisheries argued that the majority of
young people studying agriculture want to acquire skills as they are needed
131
132
133

Mitta to Murray Landcare Network, Submission, Number 67, 23 September 2011.
Ibid.
Mr Craig Burns, Managing Director, Rural Industries Research and Development Corporation,
Consultations, Canberra, 16 November 2011; Mr Allen Grant, First Assistant Secretary,
Agricultural Productivity Division, Department of Agriculture, Forestry and Fisheries,
Consultations, Canberra, 16 November 2011; The Allen Consulting Group, Rebuilding the
Agricultural Workforce: Report to the Business/Higher Education Round Table, The Allen
Consulting Group, Melbourne 2012.
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(hence the term ‘building blocks’), rather than as full qualifications.134 He
suggested that the high drop out rate in agriculture courses can be explained
by young people leaving formal study once they have acquired the specific skills
they desire.
9.118 Mr Niel Jacobsen of AgriFood Skills Australia was another person to support the
merits of the ‘building blocks’ approach. He said that in 2009, a regional jobs
summit organised by AgriFood Skills Australia in north‐west New South Wales
found that the farming sector is not well served by a training system focused
solely on full qualifications.135
9.119 Associate Professor Kath White said that the key to delivering training as
‘building blocks’ is to ensure there is an overarching framework within which
the training sits.136 The idea of ‘building blocks’ was also expressed to the
Committee in a number of different ways; for example, ‘flexible learning
opportunities’;137 offering courses that ‘…continuously upgrade the cohort’s
skills’;138 and offering training in ‘skill sets’.139
9.120 Ms Ann Young suggested that Recognition of Prior Learning can play an
important role in encouraging farmers to undertake training, knowing their on‐
farm experience means they do not have to complete the whole course.140
Further, there is evidence that Recognition of Prior Learning transfers well from
the training sector to higher education.141
9.121 Evidence also suggests that Recognition of Prior Learning is a valuable tool in
attracting and retaining young people who do not wish to complete a full
training course or subject. However, there is criticism that Recognition of Prior
Learning is expensive and not well understood or accessed, problems that
industry and training providers have a responsibility to solve.142
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Mr Allen Grant, First Assistant Secretary, Agricultural Productivity Division, Department of
Agriculture, Forestry and Fisheries, Consultations, Canberra, 16 November 2011. Plus: Hollonds J,
‘Human resource needs for the Australian agricultural industry’, Literature Review, 2011; Primary
Skills Victoria, Industry Skill Needs Report, Skills Victoria, Melbourne 2011; Rivera W M and Alex G
E, ‘Human resource development for modernizing the agricultural workforce, Human Resource
Development Review, Vol 7, No 4, December 2008; Department of Agriculture, Fisheries and
Forestry, ‘Issues Paper to Inform Development of a National Food Plan’, Commonwealth of
Australia, Canberra 2011; AgriFood Skills Australia, 2011 Environmental Scan of the Agrifood
industry: Australia’s regions, Australia’s future, AgriFood Skills Australia, Canberra 2011; Victorian
Food Industry Training Board, Skills Needs Report 2011, Victorian Food Industry Training Board,
Melbourne 2011.
Mr Niel Jacobsen, General Manager, Regional Strategies and R&D Adoption, AgriFood Skills
Australia, Consultations, Canberra, 16 November 2011.
Associate Professor Kath White, Dean, School of Food, Land and Service Industries, University of
Ballarat, Public Hearing, Ballarat, 24 August 2011.
Melbourne School of Land and Environment, University of Melbourne, Submission, Number 12, 4
August 2011.
Alfred Deakin Research Institute, Submission, Number 10, 2 August 2011.
Dairy Industry People Development Council, Submission, Number 24, 5 August 2011.
Ms Ann Young, Director, NorthEd International College, Public Hearing, Swan Hill, 21 July 2011.
AgriFood Skills Australia, 2011 Environmental Scan of the Agrifood industry: Australia’s regions,
Australia’s future, AgriFood Skills Australia, Canberra 2011.
Ibid.
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9.122 Recognition of Prior Learning is discussed in more detail in submissions from
the Victorian Farmers Federation143 and Primary Skills Victoria.144

Victorian Government Training Guarantee
‘Skills development supported through increased access to government
subsidised training for eligible individuals via the Victorian Training
Guarantee will continue to be a key driver of on farm productivity
improvements for existing farmers and those wishing to work on farms.’
Victorian Government Submission.
9.123 The subject of the Victorian Government’s Training Guarantee was raised many
times throughout this Inquiry. Farmers’ ability to innovate is beyond question
and it was felt that the state government could do more to foster this culture
of innovation through providing more subsidised training. In particular, it was
suggested that the Training Guarantee should be extended to cover young
people wishing to enter agriculture but already possessing a qualification.
9.124 This suggestion was made in Canberra by Mr Jacobsen145 and Mr Brian Duggan,
the National Farmers’ Federation Workplace Relations and Legal Affairs
Manager. Mr Duggan argued that by doing so governments would be sending
out a positive signal to potential new entrants to the sector.146
9.125 Mr Gordon echoed the view of a number of witnesses when he said that
agriculture can only benefit from attracting the brightest and the best young
people and that they should be financially supported while training, even if
they already hold a qualification:
If you look at all the social research, rural industries are the ones that are
slowest on practice change. We keep taking people out because they have
got a law degree or they have done accounting. They come back out into
rural Victoria, and they cannot access subsidised training. If we want to be
the best at our industry within this area, we need those smart young
people.147
9.126 The Committee heard that the horticulture industry in northern Victoria is
finding some success in attracting people interested in a career change.
However, the lack of training subsidies for those who already hold a
qualification has been identified as an issue.148 Similarly, Ms Parker discussed
143
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Victorian Farmers Federation, Submission, Number 27, 5 August 2011.
Primary Skills Victoria, Submission, Number 11, 4 August 2011.
Mr Niel Jacobsen, General Manager, Regional Strategies and R&D Adoption, AgriFood Skills
Australia, Consultations, Canberra, 16 November 2011.
Mr Brian Duggan, Manager Workplace Relations and Legal Affairs, National Farmers’ Federation,
Consultations, Canberra 16 November 2011.
Mr Darren Gordon, Business Development and Lifetime Ewe Management Program Leader, Rural
Industries Skill Training, Public Hearing, Dunkeld, 17 October 2011.
Mr Gary Godwell, Director Education Portfolio, Fruit Growers Victoria Ltd, Public Hearing,
Shepparton, 3 November 2011.
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young people, mostly in their 30s, considering a career change but who cannot
see a clear career path. It was Ms Parker’s view that courses actually outline a
career pathway, helping these young people transfer their current skills over
into agriculture for the benefit of the sector.149
9.127 Mr Zammit spoke from the point of view of an employer, saying that the higher
qualification exclusion makes it difficult for employers who want their staff to
acquire new skills.150
9.128 Mr Greg Hallihan from Primary Skills Victoria also raised the issue of Senior
Certificates being considered the equivalent of a Certificate II. According to Mr
Hallihan, young people aged 20 and above who hold a senior certificate must
pay fees for a Certificate II course in agriculture, a situation he considered
“inequitable”. Mr Hallihan also objected to young farmers being classified as
trainees instead of apprentices, again making them exempt from the Training
Guarantee.151 The Committee believes that it is the role of industry and Primary
Skills Victoria to take up these concerns.
9.129 In its submission, Primary Skills Victoria discusses what it considers the
limitations of the Training Guarantee and other identified barriers to
agricultural training. It also introduces the idea of a ‘sunset clause’ for
subsidised training; that is, people holding ‘outdated’ qualifications that are
more than seven years old should be eligible for subsidised training. Primary
Skills Victoria considers this as potentially useful for improving the skill levels
across the agricultural workforce.152
9.130 Calls to extend the Training Guarantee were heard elsewhere as well.153
9.131 Another suggestion was for the farming sector to develop Vocational Graduate
Certificate Courses154 that allow degree holders to access the Training
Guarantee, as has been done in the manufacturing sector.155 There is a
Graduate Certificate in Food Industry Management. Food industry workers are
expected to benefit from the extension of the Training Guarantee in January
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Ms Sarah Parker, Chief Executive Officer, Murray Dairy, Public Hearing, Shepparton, 3 November
2011.
Mr Shane Zammit, Student, School of Food, Land and Service Industries, University of Ballarat,
Public Hearing, Ballarat, 24 August 2011.
Mr Greg Hallihan, Executive Officer, Primary Skills Victoria, Public Hearing, Melbourne, 10
October 2011.
Primary Skills Victoria, Submission, Number 11, 4 August 2011.
Wellington Shire Council, Submission, Number 18, 5 August 2011; Victorian Farmers Federation,
Submission, Number 27, 5 August 2011; Young Agribusiness Professionals, Victorian Farmers
Federation, Submission, Number 39, 5 August 2011; Agribusiness Yarra Valley, Submission,
Number 55, 14 August 2011; Primary Skills Victoria, Industry Skill Needs Report, Skills Victoria,
Melbourne 2011.
For more see: www.skills.vic.gov.au/get‐training/directory/qualifications.
SED Consulting, Workforce Development Plan for the Victorian Grains and Dairy Industries,
Victorian Government, Melbourne 2010.
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2011 to cover students in vocational postgraduate programs who hold
undergraduate degrees.156
9.132 The Committee acknowledges the state government’s view that young people
who hold qualifications will most likely have already received some level of
government support. As such, the state government is not considering
extending the Training Guarantee.
9.133 A key finding of the Committee is that the state government funds programs to
assist job seekers who have been made redundant begin a new career. The
state government believes career changes made while employed are an
individual’s choice.

Scholarships
9.134 A major issue for young people in rural communities is the cost of education. At
Longerenong College, four of the five students the Committee heard from were
having their fees at least partly covered by scholarships, with Ms Kate Cross
stating that she would not be able to live on‐campus without the help of her
two scholarships.157
9.135 Many students were using money earned while working at school as well as
receiving financial assistance from their parents, or as Mr Jonathon Alexander
said, remuneration for “unpaid work” on his parents’ farm.158
9.136 The exception to these students was Ms Rebecca Dalla, who said she was
unable to apply for a scholarship to study agriculture because she grew up in
Melbourne. Ms Dalla’s parents are covering the fees for her course.159
9.137 Mr Goldsmith told the Committee that although Longerenong College does
receive financial assistance from Skills Victoria, as well as raising money
through its own farm, students are now paying a greater proportion of course
fees than in the past. He said that 16 first‐year students at Longerenong College
received scholarships.160
9.138 Mr Goldsmith provided advice to the Committee that in 2011 the following 17
scholarships were awarded to students commencing study at Longerenong
(there were also two 2nd year scholarships):
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10 x Grains Research and Development Corporation scholarships of $3,000
each
1 x GRDC scholarship of $10,000 for an indigenous student

Victorian Food Industry Training Board, Skills Needs Report 2011, Victorian Food Industry Training
Board, Melbourne 2011.
Ms Kate Cross, Student, Longerenong College, Public Hearing, Horsham, 23 August 2011.
Mr Jonathon Alexander, Student, Murtoa College, Public Hearing, Horsham, 23 August 2011.
Ms Rebecca Dalla, Student, Longerenong College, Public Hearing, Horsham, 23 August 2011.
Mr John Goldsmith, Head of Campus, Longerenong College, Public Hearing, Horsham, 23 August
2011.
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2 x Rotary club of Monash scholarships of $2,500 each
1 x Rotary club of Horsham scholarship of $1,500
1 x Victorian Farmers Federation scholarship of $3,000 plus membership
entitlements
1 x Bayer scholarship of $1,500 (female only)
1 x Invergowrie Foundation scholarship of $5,000 or can be split equally
between two candidates if the panel elects to do so (female only).161

There are various combinations of selection criteria for the respective
scholarships, however the Rotary, Victorian Farmers Federation and Bayer
scholarships all state that the recipient will be from non‐metropolitan Australia.
Therefore, Ms Dalla’s comments above are to a great extent justified.
9.139 At Marcus Oldham College, Dr Livingstone said that, aside from FEE‐HELP,
students can apply for what he considers a large scholarship program. The
program is supported by banks, corporate agriculture and individuals. Dr
Livingstone gave the example of a scholarship provided by Mr Ron Greentree
worth $35,000 a year. Mr Greentree decided to fund this scholarship after
being impressed with the education his daughter received at Marcus Oldham
College.162
9.140 The Department of Primary Industries provides scholarships to young people
for specific agriculture projects, as does industry itself. For example, in
Canberra the Committee learnt about The Horizon Scholarship (which was
known as ‘Investing in Youth’ up until 2010), run by the Rural Industries
Research and Development Corporation, in partnership with industry sponsors
such as the National Farmers’ Federation. The scholarship describes its aim as
‘investing in the next generation of agricultural leaders’.163
9.141 The Committee heard more detailed evidence about the scholarship from Mr
Craig Burns, Rural Industries Research and Development Corporation’s
Managing Director. He told the Committee that ten scholarships are awarded
annually, with the recipients in 2011 chosen from around 180 applicants. Mr
Burns added that the majority of applicants are female but was unsure as to
exactly why this is the case.164
9.142 The Committee also heard about the scholarships provided by the Australian
Beef Industry Foundation. Mr Don Lawson said that these scholarships are
designed more broadly to also include overseas travel and to support future
industry leaders:
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Mr John Goldsmith, Head of Campus, Longerenong College, Personal Communication, 11 April
2012.
Dr Simon Livingstone, Principal, Marcus Oldham College, Public Hearing, Melbourne, 24 October
2011.
For more see: www.rirdc.gov.au/programs/national‐rural‐issues/the‐horizon‐
scholarship/horizon.cfm.
Mr Craig Burns, Managing Director, Rural Industries Research and Development Corporation,
Consultations, Canberra, 16 November 2011.
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Our next point is about our area of interest, which is supporting
scholarships to tertiary institutions in Australia, New Zealand and America.
In the next few years we intend to add scholarships to Britain, Europe and
South America. We want to get our young people networking around the
world. I do not know how you would measure the return on capital of
those people who have got scholarships and been to Michigan and Illinois.
The vast majority have come back and been leaders.165
9.143 Nuffield Australia’s submission includes a list of 23 scholarships that were
available across Australia in 2011 for farmers or farming workers aged between
28–40 years. Each scholarship was worth $29,000.166
9.144 With regard to scholarships, Primary Skills Victoria believes any government
scholarship program should also reward employers who have ‘…demonstrated
a commitment to mentoring and supporting trainees through to completion of
their training’.167

Recommendation 29
That the state government consider implementation of an ‘Agriculture Rural Bonded
Scholarship’ for students undertaking agricultural science degrees or higher level
vocational qualifications. The scholarship would bond the participant to working in a
rural context for a period of time in an extension function or as a careers adviser
within a secondary school in order to create a pool of careers advisers who have a
strong agricultural focus.
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Mr Don Lawson, Director, Australian Beef Industry Foundation, Public Hearing, Mansfield, 5
August 2011.
Nuffield Australia, Submission, Number 41, 8 August 2011.
Primary Skills Victoria, Submission, Number 11, 4 August 2011.
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Snapshot: Kate Cross, Horsham
Kate is a student at
Longerenong College. She told
the Committee that she has
always had an interest in
agriculture, in particular
cattle, which she gained
through her parents’ work
running a stud:
I was introduced through all
the showing with royal and
regional shows. That's what
sparked quite a heavy interest
in my reason for coming to Longerenong because I met quite a diverse range of people
from a wide range of backgrounds. It just sort of shows that there's so much
opportunity out there.
Kate was awarded scholarships from the Grains Research Development Corporation
and the Invergowrie Foundation. She told the Committee that the financial support
provided by these scholarships is invaluable.

The impact of technology
“Certainly the industry is exciting and moving ahead and dynamic
compared to where it was 10 or 15 years ago.” Mr Kent Wooding, Swan
Hill.
“The on‐the‐edge stuff, the technological development and the
sustainable land and water use is all happening on‐farm and is really
exciting.” Ms Robyn Vale, Timboon.
9.145 As mentioned, the Committee heard an abundance of evidence about the
innovative nature of modern farming, in particular its reliance on technology.168
For example, in the grains industry:
Recent technological advancements in the grains industry include
machinery and equipment (e.g. auto‐steer technology, larger harvesters
allowing more output, global positioning systems, yield monitors,
telemetry systems, improved spray application systems, grains protein and
168

Ms Claire Penniceard, Director and Owner, The Pig Pen Pty Ltd, Public Hearing, Beechworth, 4
August 2011; Mr John McDougall, Chairman, Southern Farming Systems, Public Hearing, Dunkeld,
17 October 2011; House of Representatives Standing Committee on Agriculture, Fisheries and
Forestry, Skills: Rural Australia’s Need, Commonwealth of Australia, Canberra 2007; Department
of Agriculture, Fisheries and Forestry, ‘Issues Paper to Inform Development of a National Food
Plan’, Commonwealth of Australia, Canberra 2011; Deloitte Access Economics, Victorian Skill
Needs in 2011: A summary of industry intelligence, Skills Victoria, Melbourne March 2011;
Davison G, ‘Rural sustainability in historical perspective,’ in Cocklin C and Dibden J (eds),
Sustainability and Change in Rural Australia, University of New South Wales Press, Sydney 2005.

Page 240

Rural and Regional Committee

Chapter Nine | Workforce development

moisture testers), fertilisers (requiring less product for improved results),
fully automated irrigation systems, new seed varieties (creating better
yields, resistance to particular diseases, rapid growth) and new chemical
products.169
9.146 Mr John McDougall added to this evidence, telling the Committee that
Southern Farming Systems has many young members attracted by the
technology that characterises successful modern cropping systems, including
GPS tracking, yield mapping and variable rate spreading.170 And in Shepparton,
Ms Sarah Parker told the Committee that young people in the dairy industry
are particularly interested in the science of climate change and the related
technology around adaptive mechanisms.171
9.147 Ms Georgina Gubbins suggested that young people in western Victoria favour
cropping over raising sheep because cropping is less labour intensive and
makes more use of technology:
I see that a lot of the younger generation, especially in that middle belt
north of the Grampians, are coming home onto family farms, pulling all the
fences out and going cropping because they can sit in the tractor with all
the navigation aides and that sort of thing. It is a lot easier than drenching
sheep, let me tell you. There have been a couple of young boys down in
the Heywood area who have done exactly the same thing.172
9.148 However, it would be wrong to assume that young people in rural Victoria are
aware of modern agriculture’s strong reliance on technology. In fact, evidence
suggests that the sector has to do more to promote this fact to young people.
For example, Mr Alexander Keir, a Year 11 student in Timboon, did not identify
a link between agriculture and modern technology. Mr Keir lives in
Peterborough but has many friends who live on farms. It was his view that
agriculture would be more exciting and attractive to young people if it made
better use of technology:
Technology is becoming more of a vital key every day. If we can introduce
that into agricultural business, it will open up opportunities for more jobs
— more computer technicians and stuff like that — plus it is exciting.
Introducing new technology is always exciting, no matter where it is.
Farmers will be excited about learning how to use new technologies. I think
that would make it more appetising for younger kids. On an iPad you could
see the set up of all of your paddocks and you could select where your
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SED Consulting, Workforce Development Plan for the Victorian Grains and Dairy Industries,
Victorian Government, Melbourne 2010. This report also refers to Grains Industry Training
Network concern that training providers are not keeping up with these rapid changes.
Mr John McDougall, Chairman, Southern Farming Systems, Public Hearing, Dunkeld, 17 October
2011.
Ms Sarah Parker, Chief Executive Officer, Murray Dairy, Public Hearing, Shepparton, 3 November
2011.
Ms Georgina Gubbins, Managing Director, Maneroo Partnership, Public Hearing, Timboon, 18
October 2011.
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cows are and where your dams are and stuff like that. You can apply those
things systematically with computers. That would be a huge plus.173
9.149 It was put to the students that modern agriculture is in fact highly dependent
on cutting edge technology. The response from both Mr Keir and Ms Rachel
Mariner was that this is the case only on the biggest of farms:
Mr KEIR — From a young person’s point of view — a person who does not
live on a farm — we do not know any of this. We do not get any
information whatsoever about farming. I know that agriculture needs to be
brought up through school a lot more if you want more kids to go into the
agricultural business, because there is not a large option there. The kids
who may want to end up on that path are not getting the option to do it.
Mr HOWARD — But when you have visited your mates’ places, haven’t any
of them got rotary dairies or fancy tractors and that that you have seen?
Mr KEIR — They do not have any of the whiz‐bang technology and all that.
They have just got the average stuff as I see it.
Ms MARINER — It is the really big dairy farms and beef farms that have all
the high tech stuff I find. It is the smaller ones that are not doing as well
financially that do not have that stuff.174
9.150 There is a clear opportunity, then, for the farming sector to reach more young
people through better promotion of how technology is used on modern
farms.175
9.151 However, the same technology that attracts young people to a sophisticated
sector heavily reliant on skilled workers is also responsible for removing labour‐
intensive work from the sector – meaning fewer jobs over time.176 This has
been described as a ‘…structural change as capital intensive farming techniques
became widespread’.177
9.152 Mr Adrian Goonan explained to the Committee that Warakirri Agricultural
Trusts has significantly increased its cropping operation without increasing its
staff size: “That is just natural progression with technology advantages.”178
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Mr Alexander Keir, Student, Timboon P‐12 School, Public Hearing, Timboon, 18 October 2011.
Ms Rachel Mariner, Student, Lavers Hill P‐12 College, Public Hearing, Timboon, 18 October 2011.
Skillinvest Group, Submission, Number 13, 4 August 2011; North West Municipalities Association,
Submission, Number 50, 12 August 2011; Victorian Association of Forest Industries, Submission,
Number 54, 12 August 2011; Gippsland Water, Submission, Number 58, 16 August 2011; Buloke
Shire Council, Submission, Number 65, 16 September 2011.
Mr Brian Smith, Farmer, Synergy Farms, Yarrawalla, Public Hearings, Bendigo, 23 June 2011; West
Wimmera Shire Council, Submission, Number 8, 1 August 2011; Yiddinga Holdings Pty Ltd,
Submission, Number 45, 9 August 2011; Gippsland Water, Submission, Number 58, 16 August
2011; Buloke Shire Council, Submission, Number 65, 16 September 2011.
Department of Agriculture, Fisheries and Forestry, ‘Issues Paper to Inform Development of a
National Food Plan’, Commonwealth of Australia, Canberra 2011.
Mr Adrian Goonan, Head of Agribusiness, Warakirri Asset Management, Public Hearing,
Melbourne, 12 September 2011.
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9.153 Davison gives the example of a cotton farm in north‐western New South Wales.
In 1980, the farm employed 120 people; today that number is 20. Whereas it
used to require 60 people to pick the cotton, changes in technology and
machinery mean only two people are required to do that job now. The other 18
work on preparing the next crop, thereby further improving productivity.179
9.154 There is another interesting conundrum for those looking to attract and retain
young people to the farming sector. Mr Smith spoke about the way in which
modern automated irrigation systems operate using data from the internet, a
modern development that is very well suited to young people’s skills.180 Yet, as
Mr Butters pointed out, automated irrigation systems are also allowing older
farmers to prolong their working career, further reducing opportunities for
young people.181

The commercial fishing industry
9.155 The Committee heard a wide spectrum of views on the qualifications needed
for jobs in the commercial fishing industry. Debate centred mostly on the role
of coxswain and whether the requirements are onerous or not. Some
employers think that the 300 days at sea requirement before they can qualify
as a coxswain is excessive. Others believe it to be a reasonable amount of time
given the characteristics of the work that is done. Mr Matt Jenkins’s view is that
the time is needed to get the ‘feel’ of the boat and to learn to deal with the
mental strain involved in being responsible for a boat at sea.182
9.156 Mr Peter Jenkins did suggest, however, that the 300 days figure should include
time spent maintaining the boat in dock because maintenance is an important
component of safety at sea. This suggestion was supported by Mr Peter Clark
and Mr Geoff Ellis at the Lakes Entrance Fishermen’s Co‐operative.183
9.157 Mr Richard Owen was another witness unsure as to what amount of time,
exactly, should be required for someone to qualify as a coxswain. Mr Owen
acknowledged the value of experience gained at sea, explaining to the
Committee that working on the ocean can be a very dangerous environment,
saying: “…if you are six, seven, eight – however many – miles out to sea and
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Davison S, ‘A career in agriculture – what does the future hold?’ Farm Institute Insights, February
2011.
Mr Brian Smith, Farmer, Synergy Farms, Yarrawalla, Public Hearings, Bendigo, 23 June 2011.
Mr Shawn Butters, Director, Kilter Pty Ltd, Public Hearing, Swan Hill, 21 July 2011. A similar point
is made by Barr in: Barr N, The House on the Hill: The transformation of Australia’s farming
communities, Halstead, Sydney 2009.
Mr Matt Jenkins, Commercial Fisherman, Victorian Bays and Inlets Fisheries Association, Public
Hearing, Lakes Entrance, 13 December 2011.
Mr Peter Clark, Chairman, Seafood Industry Victoria, Site Visit, Lakes Entrance, 13 December
2011; Mr Geoff Ellis, Director, Seafood Industry Victoria, Site Visit, Lakes Entrance, 13 December
2011.
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something goes wrong, you cannot necessarily just stop and wait for help. So I
see value in sea time…”.184
9.158 Mr Ellis wrote to the Committee stating that because an abalone diver ‘… does
forty days a year it will take seven and one half years to get the required time
up’.185 However, it must be noted that abalone divers can spend the requisite
time at sea during the 325 days of the year they are not diving. The coxswain’s
certificate is determined by the length of the boat, the engine size and distance
from shore, not catch type.
9.159 Mr Leonard told the Committee that requiring a coxswain who will be working
in inland waters to spend 300 days at sea is an anomaly.186 However, in Victoria
to obtain a Coxswain (Restricted) Inland Waters certificate requires completing
a four day course in boat handling and the term ‘sea time’ refers to spending
90 days on inland waters.187
9.160 Another potential anomaly was raised by Mr Owen, however. At the moment,
to qualify as a coxswain a person must pass a course at a training provider,
such as the South East Australia Maritime Education Centre, then complete a
further oral examination at Transport Safety Victoria. Mr Owen suggested that
this “double assessment” examination is an unnecessary burden on young
people wishing to enter the industry as a coxswain.188

Recommendation 30
That the state government review ways in which sea experience can be acquired for a
young person wanting to be a coxswain, for example the possibility of including time
spent maintaining a boat in dock. This should be done while acknowledging the
importance of sea experience, in particular in regard to safety.

Recommendation 31
That the state government, through Marine Safety Victoria, consult with the
commercial fishing industry to identify and remove any anomalies in acquiring formal
qualifications.
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Mr Richard Owen, General Manager, South East Australian Maritime Education Centre, Public
Hearing, Lakes Entrance, 13 December 2011.
Mr Geoff Ellis, Director, Seafood Industry Victoria, Personal Communication, 29 November 2011.
Mr Gary Leonard, Chairman, Leftrade Ltd, Public Hearing, Lakes Entrance, 13 December 2011.
Transport Safety Victoria, Personal Communication, 15 December 2011.
Mr Richard Owen, General Manager, South East Australian Maritime Education Centre, Public
Hearing, Lakes Entrance, 13 December 2011.
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9.161 Mr Jenkins also said that fishing is seen as a job of last resort for those who do
not do well at school.189 The fact that formal qualifications are not required for
deckhand jobs attracts early school leavers. Ms Vajtauer said that the fishing
industry does not find it hard to attract casual staff, with workers also attracted
to a roster of four days on / four days off.190
9.162 The South East Australia Maritime Education Centre’s courses are attended by
both individuals and industry members, usually a mixture of people looking to
enter the industry and those already in it wanting to increase their skills.
According to Mr Jenkins, most fall in the 18–30 years age bracket. One thing
that is common across the client base is this low level of previous formal
education qualifications. Mr Jenkins told the Committee that the literacy and
numeracy skills of many of his students are poor. This, he said, makes it hard
for them to progress to Master 5 level.191
9.163 The lack of formal qualifications among entry level workers in the fishing
industry was also observed by Mr Simon Boag192 and Mr Owen.193
9.164 Mr Owen was clear in stating that relatively low levels of literacy and numeracy
found in entry level work in the fishing industry is a barrier to career
progression:
When some of those people perhaps want to progress — so a deckhand
who has got quite a bit of sea time says, ‘I’m going to get my master V
ticket, so that I can be a skipper on a vessel like this’ — the literacy and
numeracy requirements that you need to do that master V training are
really quite high, for what is a certificate III. Often for a certificate III the
requirements are not that great, but for maritime they are high, because
you have got to be able to do all the navigation stuff, the calculations and
so on. For us as a training organisation that does give us some real
challenges in working with them, because whilst we want to give them the
maritime training, alongside that we have got to go through some fairly
basic literacy and numeracy stuff. The last thing we want to do is say, ‘Go
and do a general ed course first and then come back’, because they would
not do it.194
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Mr Matt Jenkins, Commercial Fisherman, Victorian Bays and Inlets Fisheries Association, Public
Hearing, Lakes Entrance, 13 December 2011.
Ms Renee Vajtauer, Project Officer, Seafood Industry Victoria, Public Hearing, Melbourne, 10
October 2011.
Mr Matt Jenkins, Commercial Fisherman, Victorian Bays and Inlets Fisheries Association, Public
Hearing, Lakes Entrance, 13 December 2011.
Mr Simon Boag, Chief Executive Officer, South East Trawl Fishing Industry Association, Public
Hearing, Lakes Entrance, 13 December 2011.
Mr Richard Owen, General Manager, South East Australian Maritime Education Centre, Public
Hearing, Lakes Entrance, 13 December 2011.
Ibid.
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9.165 Mr Owen added the observation that the commercial fishing industry has
traditionally only been interested in training when it serves a mandated
requirement, favouring on‐the‐job learning instead. He did note, though, that
the South East Trawl Fishing Industry Association course is growing in
popularity, suggesting a gradual change in the industry towards valuing training
that improves skill levels and overall practice.195
9.166 The South East Trawl Fishing Industry Association has also designed a two day
course aimed at improving fishing practices. The course is particularly focused
on the interaction the fishing industry has with other species, such as birds and
seals and is delivered by the South East Australia Maritime Education Centre.
9.167 Mr Owen argued that there will always be an environmental cost to fishing,
especially in regard to interactions with other species. He argued that the
industry is very proactive in trying to improve the sustainability of its practices.
However, according to Mr Owen this is little understood by the general public,
who are at times prone to criticising the industry – including in the form of
boycotts of certain catches – without fully understanding the issue.196
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Education and career pathways
Key Messages
 Young people interested in studying agriculture should be able to identify a clear
pathway from school to higher education.
 Young people in rural Victoria are not informed about career pathways in
agriculture.
 It is the responsibility of industry to develop and promote career pathways for
young people.
 Large corporate farms offer more opportunities for career progression than small
family farms.
 A ‘skills passport’ could help young people showcase their skills and gain steady
employment across a number of industries.

Introduction
“The kids would sit down and look at these agricultural career pathways
and go, ‘I didn’t even know you could do these things in ag’.” Ms Julia
Hollonds, Mansfield.
10.1

The young Victorians attending the Committee’s Youth Forum sent a clear
message that agriculture has a career for everyone – you can be a farm worker
engaging in ‘hands‐on’ work; you can put your mind to technically challenging
work; or you can focus on business management.
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10.2

However, even in rural areas of Victoria, there is an urgent need for clear and
transparent pathways for all of these career choices. These include both
education pathways – subjects required and which institutions deliver them –
and career pathways, from entry level upwards.

10.3

In other words, it needs to be made clear what agriculture has to offer and the
many different ways to get there.

Education pathways
10.4

The Committee head that pathways linking school education and other training
courses with tertiary agriculture subjects are not clear to young people in rural
areas.1

10.5

This was confirmed by Mr Craig Halliday, Bendigo TAFE’s Head of School,
Design and Sustainability:
The certificates we run in agriculture are predominantly certificate II and
with a bit of a mix in certificate III. We do not have any certificate IV
students this year in that pathway. Whilst they might come from a range of
vocations, they are generally those lower level, entry‐level positions and
there is not a pathway that is either visible or planned about which
students are able to say, ‘This is where I start and this is my pathway.
Where do I go?’2

10.6

Dr Louise Harvey, the Chief Executive Officer at Bendigo TAFE, argued that this
lack of a clear pathway in agricultural education acts as an impediment to
‘selling’ the industry to young students and their parents:
When you are trying to sell a career to a parent or a student and you are
selling primary industries, agriculture or horticulture, you are telling them
that somewhere around about certificate III or certificate IV that is it.
Unless you can actually piece together the pathway, which is also the
career pathway, and education and training that supports it to be able to
do something at a high level and whatever, then you are looking at
something that is limited.3

10.7

1

2

3

The Committee learnt that Sunraysia Institute of TAFE is currently trying to
improve education pathways, from school all the way through to higher

Mr Peter McSweeney, Senior Lecturer, Department of Agriculture and Food Systems, University
of Melbourne, Public Hearing, Melbourne, 12 September 2011; Frampton A, ‘Factors for
consideration in reviewing the strategic direction of the Bachelor of Agricultural Science at La
Trobe University’, Paper presented at La Trobe University Workshop, 23 March 2012.
Mr Craig Halliday, Head of School, Design and Sustainability, Bendigo Institute of TAFE, Public
Hearing, Bendigo, 23 June 2011.
Dr Louise Harvey, Chief Executive Officer, Bendigo Institute of TAFE, Public Hearing, Bendigo, 23
June 2011.
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education.4 Critically, this pathway must lead to employment in the farming
sector.5
10.8

On a more positive note, Mr Gary Bourke, a teacher at Murtoa College, said the
pathway between Murtoa College and Longerenong College is very good,
through VET and school‐based apprenticeships.6 This may be an exception,
however. Mr Peter McSweeney, a senior lecturer at the University of
Melbourne said the lack of pathways between VET and higher education is a
problem across Australia.7

10.9

Associate Professor Kath White proposed the state government develop a
pathway that starts with VET and leads to traineeships, diploma, advanced
diploma and degree.8

10.10 Another interesting idea the Committee heard was Ms Gaye Tripodi’s
suggestion that the sophisticated nature of modern farming means that
agriculture also needs to be linked with other disciplines. Ms Tripodi said:
“…there needs to be a pathway into other tertiary degrees like economics,
international marketing and trade, accounting and those types of fields. That is
the level our businesses have got to.”9
10.11 The Victorian Farmers Federation drew the Committee’s attention to the
Western Australia College of Agriculture Harvey’s website as a good example of
clearly outlining agricultural education pathways.10 A recent report from The
Allen Consulting Group provided examples of agriculture education pathways
between high school and higher education from the University of Ballarat, the
University of Melbourne and La Trobe University.11 These pathways need to be
promoted more widely across the whole of Victoria.
10.12 Education pathways will be discussed more fully in the Education and Training
Committee’s Inquiry into Agricultural Education and Training.12
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See: www.csu.edu.au/for/tafe‐students/pathway‐programs‐and‐courses/pathway‐
programs/articulation‐programs‐with‐sunraysia‐institute‐of‐tafe.
Ms Jennifer Grigg, Director Business Development, Sunraysia Institute of TAFE, Public Hearing,
Mildura, 20 July 2011.
Mr Gary Bourke, Teacher, Murtoa College, Public Hearing, Horsham, 23 August 2011.
Mr Peter McSweeney, Senior Lecturer, Department of Agriculture and Food Systems, University
of Melbourne, Public Hearing, Melbourne, 12 September 2011.
Associate Professor Kath White, Dean, School of Food, Land and Service Industries, University of
Ballarat, Public Hearing, Ballarat, 24 August 2011.
Ms Gaye Tripodi, Partner, Murrawee Farms / Vice President, Victorian Farmers Federation
Horticulture Group, Public Hearing, Swan Hill, 21 July 2011.
Victorian Farmers Federation, Submission, Number 27, 5 August 2011. See:
http://www.harveyag.wa.edu.au/.
The Allen Consulting Group, Rebuilding the Agricultural Workforce: Report to the Business/Higher
Education Round Table, The Allen Consulting Group, Melbourne 2012.
See: www.parliament.vic.gov.au/etc.
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Career pathways
10.13 The lack of identified career pathways in agriculture was an issue raised
frequently throughout this Inquiry. The Committee felt that young people, even
in rural areas, are not aware of the career progression opportunities available
in agriculture. This lack of awareness has been identified as an important
reason why young people are not attracted to agricultural careers or, having
started in agriculture, soon leave to pursue careers elsewhere.13
10.14 In a 2009 report, the Rural Industries Research and Development Corporation
found that economic restructuring of rural industries in general has resulted in
a workforce with limited knowledge about career pathways. It adds that an
important strategy for attracting and retaining workers is ‘…improving the
opportunities for structured career advancement pathways…’.14
10.15 Speaking about agriculture specifically, Mr James Clark explained why career
pathways and the possibility of progression need to be made clear to young
people:
People need to realise that when they come into the industry they are not
going to walk straight into a manager’s job or anything like that, and it is
seen as more of a labourer job. That comes back again to the training, if we
can build that up. I am probably a key one for it. I said before that you start
off by stapling up a fence. You have got to start there, but to progress
through a career fairly quickly and establish knowledge and that sort of
thing fairly quickly, that would be a good place to start. That way you are
not constantly thinking, ‘I have been here for four years and I am still a
labourer; what have I done wrong? If I had been a builder, I would have
finished my apprenticeship by now’. That is probably something that needs
to be addressed. People need to be able to see that after you have done
whatever area it is of training you have some sort of profession now, as
opposed to always being a labourer. That is probably something that needs
to be pushed out there: that farming is not a labourer job or something to
get you by until you find something better, it is a profession where you are
building up your skills and that sort of thing.15
10.16 In other words, agriculture is made up of many different jobs. While basic level
jobs are perfectly suited to some people’s lifestyles – such as relief milking, for
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Ms Jill Briggs, Managing Director, Rural Training Initiatives, Public Hearing, Mansfield, 5 August
2011; Mr Nathan Edwards, Dairy Farmer, Casterton, Public Hearing, Dunkeld, 17 October 2011;
Pembroke Rural Dairy Industry Consultants, Submission, Number 34, 5 August 2011; Bass Coast
Shire Council, Submission, Number 53, 12 August 2011; Department of Agriculture, Fisheries and
Forestry, ‘Issues Paper to Inform Development of a National Food Plan’, Commonwealth of
Australia, Canberra 2011; Deloitte Access Economics, Victorian Skill Needs in 2011: A summary of
industry intelligence, Skills Victoria, Melbourne March 2011.
Rural Industries Research and Development Corporation, Australia’s Rural Workforce: An analysis
of labour shortages in rural Australia, Rural Industries Research and Development Corporation,
Canberra 2009.
Mr James Clark, Coordinator, South Gippsland Agribusiness Professionals, Public Hearing,
Leongatha, 21 September 2011.
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example – it would be wrong for career‐minded young people to think that
they would be restricted to entry level work only.
10.17 In Mansfield, the topic of career pathways was raised by several witnesses. Mr
Phil Chamberlain, the Chief Executive Officer of Rutherglen Estates also argued
that career pathways in agriculture aren’t well identified. He told the
Committee that Rutherglen Estates has a defined career pathway for some of
its employees, from vineyard through the winery and into retail. Yet Mr
Chamberlain still finds it hard to recruit young people, which he attributes to
the general negative image of agriculture among young people in Rutherglen.16
10.18 Mr Chamberlain added that some businesses cannot offer career progression
to young people. Mr David Ritchie, General Manager of Delatite Winery
explained that his company was simply too small to be able to offer staff many
opportunities for progression. He tries to compensate for this through a
business plan that includes pathways for staff to increase their salaries and
develop their positions to suit their interests.17
10.19 The Committee heard that one of the problems with careers in agriculture is
that for young people progression can be dependent on leaving their own areas
and moving to a larger centre, such as Bendigo, Ballarat or Melbourne. This
means that young people are then separated from the rural environment.18
10.20 It should also be noted that growing up in rural Victoria does not guarantee an
understanding of what careers in agriculture entail. For example, the Year 11
students at Timboon P–12 School and their peers were uninformed about
many aspects of modern farming.
10.21 As Ms Leith Cummins in Leongatha explained, it is wrong to assume that “…just
because you are in a rural area you know a lot about farming”.19
10.22 Ms Karen Baum gave a personal example of this lack of agricultural awareness.
She told the Committee that although she grew up in the Latrobe Valley, as a
young person she was unaware of the large amount of farmland in the region.
She only learnt of the extent of agriculture in the Valley once she had begun
working in the sector.20
10.23 In Dunkeld, Mr Chris Walsh told the Committee that although from a rural area,
while growing up he was not aware of the full range of careers in agriculture,
especially in extension. As a student in school, Mr Walsh had believed that the
only way to be a farmer was to own land.21 This is a common misunderstanding
among young people and an issue which is discussed in Chapter 4.
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Mr Phil Chamberlain, Chief Executive Officer, Rutherglen Vineyards and Estates, Public Hearing,
Mansfield, 5 August 2011.
Mr David Ritchie, General Manager, Delatite Winery, Public Hearing, Mansfield, 5 August 2011.
Ms Alexandra Gartmann, Chief Executive Officer, Foundation for Rural and Regional Renewal,
Public Hearing, Bendigo, 23 June 2011.
Ms Leith Cummins, Teacher, Leongatha Secondary College, Public Hearing, Leongatha, 21
September 2011.
Ms Karen Baum, Director, Pembroke Rural, Public Hearing, Nambrok, 20 September 2011.
Mr Chris Walsh, Director, Access Farming Pty Ltd, Public Hearing, Dunkeld, 17 October 2011.
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10.24 Similarly, Mr Lawrence Richmond, a Central Highlands Agribusiness Forum
Board Member, was another witness with a farming family background. In Mr
Richmond’s case, despite growing up on a family farm he said that he didn’t
realise the full extent of agriculture careers available – that is, the large number
of career options beyond land and business ownership – until he had left the
family farm to work on a large corporate farm.22
10.25 It is a key finding of this Committee that rural communities assume young
people will automatically understand agricultural careers and do not need to
have career pathways explained to them. This is not always the case.
10.26 Ms Caitlin Scholfield was another witness from a rural background who told the
Committee about being unaware of the full range of agriculture careers. (Ms
Scholfield grew up on a sheep and wool property in Glenthompson.) She
argued that it is the responsibility of industry to explain to school students the
rich variety of career opportunities available in agriculture, including on‐farm
and off‐farm work:
The CHAIR—But your concept would be that, say, a young person working
for Elders in Echuca goes along to the school.
Ms SCHOLFIELD—Yes, absolutely.
The CHAIR—And says, 'Here's opportunities in agriculture.'
Ms SCHOLFIELD—Yes.
Mr DRUM—Not necessarily farming.
Ms SCHOLFIELD—No. That is exactly right. I spoke at a Rotary forum at
Marcus Oldham two years ago and there were about 20 or 30 young kids
from the Wimmera. It was part of a promotion that Rotary did with Marcus
Oldham. They had four or five young professionals like myself, working in a
broad spectrum, from having their own farms to working in NLIS and the
DPI and that kind of thing, and these little kids were just lapping up the
information that we were giving them. They were like, 'Well, I just thought
that if I wanted to have a career in agriculture, it meant going back to the
family farm or working at the local Landmark or something like that, and
I'm not ready for that.' I think having that inroad opens up a whole new
world of opportunity.23
10.27 This demand for information on career pathways was also seen in Timboon. Ms
Sophie Hester told the Committee about a recent Young Dairy Development
Program event called ‘Milk It 4 More’. The event explained the career pathways
available in dairy, “…from being a farmhand up the ladder in the industry”.
According to Ms Hester, the event attracted nearly ten times as many people
as other events run by the Young Dairy Development Program.24
22

23
24

Mr Lawrence Richmond, Board Member, Central Highlands Agribusiness Forum, Public Hearing,
Ballarat, 24 August 2011.
Ms Caitlin Scholfield, Coordinator, AgNext, Public Hearing, Melbourne, 24 October 2011.
Ms Sophie Hester, Diary Farmer, Mepunga, Public Hearing, Timboon, 18 October 2011.
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10.28 Others agree that it is the responsibility of the whole farming sector to
promote the career pathways available to young people.25 Indeed, Mr Dale
Scott has taken the time to visit local schools around Nambrok and explain to
young people the career pathway available in the dairy industry. He said that
there is a pathway, but it is “…not necessarily clear and precise…”.26
10.29 The Committee has identified that a lack of information on careers is not a
problem; the problem lies in the co‐ordination and presentation of that
information. For example, the Committee is aware of three websites providing
information on agricultural careers to young people: Primary Skills Victoria;27
Careers Harvest;28 and Agrifood Careers.29 These websites are also
complemented by a range of printed material offering advice.
10.30 Yet one of the most common complaints heard throughout this Inquiry, from
young people as well as those who have been farming for many years, was
around the lack of careers information available to young people. Clearly, the
information is there; it is simply not reaching its intended audience.
10.31 Concerning the commercial fishing industry the Committee heard that the most
common entry point is as a casual deckhand. There are no formal qualifications
required for this work, with most training carried out by the skipper on the
boat. This suits the industry, as most boat owners prefer to test their
deckhands out at sea before committing to employing them (although some
basic safety and maintenance skills are valued).30
10.32 The evidence heard in Lakes Entrance suggests that recruiting young people is
not a problem, however retention can be difficult. Mr David Guillot employs
around 40 staff in his trawling business and told the Committee that there are
many talented young people looking for a good career in fishing. In Mr Guillot’s
view, it is the industry’s responsibility to explain clearly to young people the
career pathways open to them.31
10.33 Mr Guillot revealed that the fishing industry is also vulnerable to its workforce
being lured by the higher wages available in the mining industry – in this case,
barges and dredging in places such as Gladstone and Darwin. Mr Guillot stated
that workers from the primary industries have a good reputation in other
sectors because of the skills they bring with them.32
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Agribusiness Gippsland, Submission, Number 64, 15 September 2011.
Mr Dale Scott, District Council President, United Dairy Farmers Victoria, Public Hearing, Nambrok,
20 September 2011.
See: www.psv.com.au/careers‐training/agriculture.
See: www.csu.edu.au/special/acda/careers.
See: www.agrifoodcareers.com.au.
Ms Renee Vajtauer, Project Officer, Seafood Industry Victoria, Public Hearing, Melbourne, 10
October 2011.
Mr David Guillot, Board Member, South East Trawl Fishing Industry Association, Public Hearing,
Lakes Entrance, 13 December 2011.
Ibid.
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10.34 A key finding of this Inquiry is that information on career pathways is readily
available but is not as well packaged and presented to careers advisers as it is
by other industries.

Who does it well?
‘Career pathways for young farmers are not as limited as most people
perceive.’ North West Municipalities Association.
10.35 The Committee is of the view that the dairy industry is well structured to
provide a formal pathway for workers. The Committee notes that the National
Centre for Dairy Education – Australia has developed a career pathway that
provides information on five positions: Assistant Farmhand; Farmhand; Farm
Supervisor; Farm Production Manager; and Farm Business Manager.33
10.36 It is common for this pathway to lead towards ownership, as well. An example
was James and Lucie Peddie:
Our experience has been that we met at agricultural college while doing an
applied science degree. From there, Lucie became a dairy field officer. I
was calf rearing. We then married and went dairy sharefarming, leased the
dairy farm, sold out of the dairy industry and got into farm ownership. In
our experience, looking at different industries the dairy industry largely has
a formal pathway to get young people into farm ownership through that
sort of system.34
10.37 GippsDairy is also working with school students and new entrants to the
industry in Gippsland to promote career pathways.35
10.38 In Mildura, the Committee was impressed when presented with brochures
designed to attract young people in the region to the wine, olive and beverage
sectors. The ‘Careers in …’ brochures list the career choices available in each
industry in a way that can be understood by young people as well as their
teachers and parents and anyone working in agriculture. They are well
designed by professional photographers and graphic designers to show
examples of people working in each industry, their background and the job that
they do. The brochures are also available online at the Mildura Development
Corporation’s website.36
10.39 Ms Anne Mansell, Chief Executive Officer of Mildura Development Corporation,
explained the structure of the brochures:
The career pathways there are all tracked so you can see the education,
training and opportunities right from certificate level through to degree
level. It shows the complexity of the industries and the fact that they are
33
34
35
36

See: www.ncdea.edu.au.
Mr James Peddie, Prime Lamb Producer, Yalunga, Public Hearing, Dunkeld, 17 October 2011.
GippsDairy, Submission, Number 57, 16 August 2011.
See: www.growmildura.com.au.
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not just looking for unskilled labour in these industry sectors but are
actually looking for specialists in a whole range of areas. Whether it is
business administration, marketing, agronomy or logistics, there is a whole
range of pathways that can be taken through these various industries.37
10.40 The brochures have been sent to local schools, SuniTAFE and La Trobe
University. Ms Mansell added that they have been well received in the
education sector as well as local agrifood businesses.
10.41 The Committee heard about similar brochures produced in New Zealand.38 As
well, the Young Agribusiness Professionals submission complimented career
information contained on New Zealand Dairy’s website39 ‘…detailing step by
step where the farmer should be by a certain age in order to ensure they
progress into owning their own farm and herd’.40
10.42 The Committee also learnt that, where possible, individual businesses do take it
upon themselves to develop career pathways for their staff. Mr Mark Ritchie,
David’s cousin and Manager of Delatite Grazing has a larger business and,
although he admits it is a challenge, has managed to develop career pathways
for his employees:
It weighs on my mind as well, trying to map out that career path for them,
because unless I decide I am not going to manage the place any more and
give one of them the reins, then how far can you let them go? It is a
constant challenge to try to give them more responsibility and keep them
keen…I am making them more operational managers, if you like, rather
than giving them a total management role. I am saying, ‘Shearing is coming
up, and it is your job to organise that’. They have to deal with the shearing
contract and do things like that.41
10.43 Mr Russell Murphy told the Committee that prospective employees at Murphy
Fresh have a clearly outlined career pathway presented to them when being
interviewed. He strongly believed that such pathways play an important role in
agricultural companies’ attracting and retaining young people:
Mr R. MURPHY — In our business people can start off and go up to a
supervision level and up to a management level, so there is a pathway
there.
The CHAIR — So when you are attracting people into your business, can
they clearly see that?
Mr R. MURPHY — Yes, they can. They can see it with promotions going
through the business while they are working there…
37
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Ms Anne Mansell, Chief Executive Officer, Mildura Development Corporation, Public Hearing,
Mildura, 20 July 2011.
Mr Andrew Broad, President, Victorian Farmers Federation, Public Hearing, Melbourne, 24
October 2011.
See: www.dairynz.co.nz/page/pageid/2145859962/Career_Pathways.
Young Agribusiness Professionals, Victorian Farmers Federation, Submission, Number 39, 5
August 2011.
Mr Mark Ritchie, Manager, Delatite Grazing Pty Ltd, Public Hearing, Mansfield, 5 August 2011.
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The CHAIR — Do you advertise that when you are doing interviews with
them — trying to get people to come and work — do you actually promote
that there is that opportunity there when they come?
Mr R. MURPHY — Yes. We always promote a pathway. In our business the
first step with anyone who comes to our place usually is picking tomatoes
and then it moves up, and we always promote that. In our business what
we call our plant worker is at the top of the tree, and that is a fairly skilled
job — that is, plant maintenance. Then there are supervisor and
management levels, so that pathway is quite well promoted there.
The CHAIR — And you believe that helps attract people into your business?
Mr R. MURPHY — Yes, I believe it does.42
10.44 This is also the case at Fox Ag, where it is possible to start as a spreader
operator and then progress into field support, sales, or transport and
logistics.43
10.45 In Shepparton, Mr Andrew Plunkett discussed the career pathway of his
orchard manager, who is in his mid‐30s. According to Mr Plunkett, the manager
left school at Year 10, completed an apprenticeship with a local orchardist,
moved to second‐in‐charge position at another employer before taking on the
position with Mr Plunkett in his late 20s.44
10.46 Although career pathways in horticulture are obviously there, Mr John Wilson
did state that introducing more formal structures “…would encourage more
people to come in and would certainly encourage a smartening up, as distinct
from a dumbing down, of the industry”.45

Farm size and corporate farming
“Families do things habitually, the way they have always done them.”
Professor John Martin, Bendigo.
10.47 It was acknowledged throughout this Inquiry that large farms and agriculture
businesses are better placed to offer young people well‐structured career
pathways, whereas this may not be possible on small farms where a handful of
people are responsible for all of the work. In particular, pathways may be very
limited on family‐owned farms, not just because of size but because
management positions are reserved for family members.46
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Mr Russell Murphy, Owner, Murphy Fresh, Public Hearing, Mansfield, 5 August 2011.
Mr Glenn Fox, Managing Director, Fox Ag, Public Hearing, Mansfield, 5 August 2011.
Mr Andrew Plunkett, Chairman, Fruit Growers Victoria Ltd, Public Hearing, Shepparton, 3
November 2011.
Mr John Wilson, General Manager and Secretary, Fruit Growers Victoria Ltd, Public Hearing,
Shepparton, 3 November 2011.
SED Consulting, Workforce Development Plan for the Victorian Grains and Dairy Industries,
Victorian Government, Melbourne 2010.
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10.48 In Mansfield, Mr Brad Parks added his voice to concerns that traditional family
ownership structures can make it hard to retain young people on a farm. This is
because the management structure is not clearly defined, leaving employees
uncertain as to where roles and responsibilities lie within a business.47
10.49 Mr Dean Miller, Chairman, North West Municipalities Association spoke to the
Committee about the career opportunities available on corporate farms:
Also with big corporations owning farms, young farmers have an
opportunity to have a career structure within that organisation. They might
have opportunities to climb the ladder. They might specialise in one area of
the farm's operations if they so choose, but they've also got opportunities
to travel throughout Australia and sometimes in other countries of the
world, if it's a multinational, for that experience. Gen Y people tell us that's
what they're looking for and multinationals do have the capacity to offer
that.48
10.50 Mr Glenn Fox agreed that larger businesses are better positioned to provide
good career pathways:
You see other businesses that have had people come through, say,
operating equipment but who have gone right through to running the
logistics with quite a few people under them. Those are very big
businesses.49
10.51 Elders is an example of such a business:
Mr DRUM — Is there good opportunity for a young employee to work their
way through the company?
Mr De STEIGER — Yes. We had a training program last year, or the year
before, and it was pretty attractive because you went through an interview
process, you could go to your local branch wherever in Australia, work
there, then you had the opportunities to go and work in a branch at Roma,
Katherine or anywhere you liked, or horticulture up on the north‐east
coast or go to Tassie. I thought those sort of opportunities would be great,
but how many really want to get out of the comfort zone of their local
town? Not that many, but those sort of opportunities are brilliant. It is the
same company; a different area. If you really like your cattle and you are
from Hamilton, do you want to go to Roma in Queensland and check that
out — that sort of thing.50
10.52 Farm size and corporate farms are also discussed in Chapter 8.
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Mr Brad Parks, President, Mansfield Agribusiness Group / General Manager, Parkseeds, Public
Hearing, Mansfield, 5 August 2011.
Mr Dean Miller, Chairman, North West Municipalities Association, Public Hearing, Horsham, 23
August 2011.
Mr Glenn Fox, Managing Director, Fox Ag, Public Hearing, Mansfield, 5 August 2011.
Mr Tom de Steiger, Branch Manager, Elders, Hamilton, Public Hearing, Dunkeld, 17 October 2011.
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A skills passport for agriculture
10.53 An interesting idea around career pathways that the Committee heard about
was that of a ‘skills passport’ (also described as a ‘green card’).
10.54 The idea, similar to the building industry’s ‘white card’, lists the skills acquired
by an employee applicable to working in agriculture; for example, pruning,
machine operation, irrigation. The aim of the document is to give employees
proof of their ability to work across several crops, which allows them the
opportunity to work over a whole year, thus overcoming the restrictions of
seasonal work. Employers also benefit through having confidence in the skills of
the staff they employ.
10.55 Ms Mansell described how the Mildura Development Corporation is working
with Skills Victoria to develop a skills passport for horticulture:
There are times of the year, for instance, where the wine grape industry, or
the processing part of it, needs a huge workforce, and that is over that
crushing period from about January to about April. After that it really dies
away. We could have those people trained to then move into, say, the
olive‐processing time or the almonds…That is where that skills passport
comes into play, and how we could have people at that seasonal level who
have those base qualifications and then move from one industry sector to
the next and basically have 12 months’ employment as they do so. It is
much more challenging than we anticipated to try to see how we could get
that flying through. But we are, as I said, continuing to work on how we
could do that.51
10.56 The Committee believes that a skills passport would be particularly useful for
young people left unemployed during off‐peak seasons.52 For example, the
Wimmera Development Association confirmed that the majority of on‐farm
employment opportunities in the region are seasonal – and that a key business
management skill for farms is planning so that staff are busy in quiet times.53
(Business management skills are discussed in Chapter 5.) Exact figures on
seasonal work are hard to determine, though, because seasonal workers are
frequently missed by Census figures.54
10.57 The skills passport idea was supported by Dr Tom Haig of MADEC Community
College, who pointed out that a similar idea has recently been introduced in
Tasmania as part of the ‘Young People in Ag Partnership’ program. The
Tasmanian ‘green card’ recognises core skills such as chemical certification,
occupational health and safety, and equipment licences.55
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Ms Anne Mansell, Chief Executive Officer, Mildura Development Corporation, Public Hearing,
Mildura, 20 July 2011.
Dowling Brothers Yarrawonga, Submission, Number 49, 12 August 2011.
Wimmera Development Association, Submission, Number 37, 5 August 2011.
Agribusiness Yarra Valley, Submission, Number 55, 14 August 2011.
Dr Tom Haig, Manager, MADEC Community College, Public Hearing, Mildura, 20 July 2011.
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10.58 Dr Haig said that registered training organisations and other training providers
in Victoria are already equipped to set up a skills passport based on the
Tasmanian model: “I do not believe in reinventing wheels.”56
10.59 The skills passport idea was also received favourably by other witnesses. Mr
Nathan Free said:
In harvest time, which is quite a hectic part of the year, it would definitely
be a bonus if someone could walk into the place with a card that states
whatever it would entail. They could walk in with a grounding and a
reasonable sense of common knowledge and would be able to perform
higher level tasks rather than picking and pruning, driving a forklift or
maintaining picking trailers and things like that. If they have enough
grounding, it would be a good thing, but for basic pruning and thinning a
person does not need a lot of extra qualifications.57
10.60 The idea has previously been suggested elsewhere, for example as a
recommendation in a House of Representatives Standing Committee on
Agriculture, Fisheries and Forestry report in 2007:
The committee recommends that the Australian Government, in
consultation with industry, develop a skills passport system for the
recognition and transfer of skills in rural industries, and that reciprocal
arrangements be undertaken with other countries to allow skills passport
recognition across international borders.58
10.61 In its response in 2009, the federal government placed the onus for developing
the skills passport idea on industry:
The Australian Government considers that it would be appropriate for rural
industries to lead development of a skills passport system subject to
consideration of its own requirements. Issues for industry consideration
include evidence of the benefit and need for the skills passport; solid
strategies to implement the skills passport nationally; and the costs
associated with development and maintenance of a skills passport system.
The government notes that there are a number of state‐based skills
passport models and initiatives that industry bodies could draw on to
develop such a system.59
10.62 Although the benefits of a skills passport are clear, the Committee notes that
there may be barriers to its successful implementation in parts of Victoria; for
example, in isolated areas dominated by a single crop. A ‘skills passport’ would,
however, seem particularly suited to areas such as the Sunraysia region, with
its variety of crops – citrus, stone fruit, grapes – located in a compact area.
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Ibid.
Mr Nathan Free, Horticulturalist, Duralgai Horticulture, Public Hearing, Swan Hill, 21 July 2011.
House of Representatives Standing Committee on Agriculture, Fisheries and Forestry, Skills: Rural
Australia’s Need, Commonwealth of Australia, Canberra 2007.
Ibid.
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10.63 Other creative solutions to the problems of seasonal work the Committee
learnt about include the ‘Sharing Workers Locally’ program. The program was
developed by AgriFood Skills Australia in partnership with Narrabri Shire
Council and coordinates seasonal labour for host employers in a range of
industries, including agriculture, mining, manufacturing, infrastructure
management and retail. It provides employers with the skilled workers they
need and workers in the region with continual employment throughout the
year.60
10.64 Mr Chamberlain and Ms Jill Briggs discussed developing a similar project to
‘Sharing Workers Locally’ in Mansfield. The idea revolved around local
businesses each employing a young person for several days a week, to give
young people a ‘taste’ of the variety of agricultural and agribusiness work
available in the area:
Ms BRIGGS — None of those businesses can afford to support someone for
the whole time, but if we got a process where the community was working
together and saying, ‘We could share this person’, then I think young
people would get an understanding that there is a career pathway there
for them and there is a whole picture of what they could be rather than
just a worker in our intensive piggery or a worker in your dairy, or
whatever it might be…and there are some really good models that the
dairy industry has shown to the rest of the world about getting people in as
workers, sharefarmers, whatever the terminology, and if you had access
into three businesses as a young person you could go, ‘Well, actually, that
is the one that I like’. So at the end of one year, two years or three years, I
am going to go to them and say, ‘Actually I want to spend more time in
here’.
Mr KATOS — Whereas if you only tried one and it put you off, it would put
you off agriculture in general, rather than your getting a taste of the
different ones.
Ms BRIGGS — That is right.61
10.65 The Committee also heard about a similar idea in Lakes Entrance. East
Gippsland Shire Council is heavily involved in the East Gippsland Food Cluster, a
program aimed at: fixing the misconceptions around agribusiness that currently
exist among local young people; and encouraging young people to attain the
skills necessary to succeed in the industry.62
10.66 The Committee learnt that local industry is turning to overseas labour to fill its
highly skilled positions, roles that can pay in the vicinity of $100,000. Young
people in East Gippsland are either not interested in or aware of these
positions, an indictment of the image of agriculture and wider agribusiness in
the area.
60
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AgriFoods Skills Australia, Consultations, Canberra, 16 November 2011.
Ms Jill Briggs, Managing Director, Rural Training Initiatives, Public Hearing, Mansfield, 5 August
2011.
Dr Nicola Watts, Member Economic Development Advisory Board, East Gippsland Shire Council,
Public Hearing, Lakes Entrance, 13 December 2011.
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10.67 As part of the East Gippsland Food Cluster, horticulture producers will be
working collaboratively with local food processors throughout 2012, to directly
expose young people to the full range of careers available in the agribusiness
industry ‘from paddock to plate’. Information will also be provided to parents
and careers advisers.
10.68 Along with East Gippsland Shire Council, seven other participants are
committed to the program:








Vegco / One Harvest
Frais Farms
Bonnacord Ingram
Patties Foods
Dennison Foods
Gippsland East Local Learning and Employment Network
East Gippsland TAFE.63

10.69 Dr Nicola Watts, a member of East Gippsland Shire Council’s Economic
Development Advisory Board, described the East Gippsland Food Cluster as a
“… wonderful example of industry collaborating together to solve its own
problems”.64
10.70 Dr Watts added: “We are really hoping we will use that model to break some of
the negativity and get a good case study that will get some good stories out
about potentially what a great place it can be to work and some of the
opportunities.”65
10.71 The Victorian Government has provided $140,000 towards the program.66
10.72 The Committee suggests that the East Gippsland Food Cluster report to the
state government on the success of the program, what has been learnt and
how the program’s model of collaboration could translate to other industries.

Recommendation 32
That the state government fund the development of an agriculture ‘skills passport’ or
‘green card’ that identifies the holder’s qualifications and skill levels irrespective of
provider.
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Ibid.
Ibid.
Ibid.
‘Ryan announces $140,000 for East Gippsland Food Cluster’, Media Release, Minister for Regional
and Rural Development, 14 January 2011.
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Chapter Eleven
Networks
Key Messages
 Young people rely on networks to meet professional and social needs and to stay
connected to their communities.
 Networks help farmers learn through both formal and informal methods.
 Industry also has a role in developing and supporting networks for young farmers.
 Mentoring is another important learning tool in agriculture.

Introduction
11.1

Working in agriculture and its supporting industries can be isolated, physically
demanding work. Added to this can be the associated strain of running a
complex business. Networks are a way for individuals facing similar concerns to
share experiences in a context that fulfils both professional learning and
development goals and social needs.

11.2

As is discussed elsewhere in this Report, the Rural and Regional Committee
conducted a Youth Forum in February 2012, to explore the issues raised by this
Inquiry with those most affected by and interested in the subject. Of the issues
offered for discussion by ‘break out’ groups that of ‘Networks’ was a popular
choice among delegates.

11.3

The question discussed was ‘What is the role of networks and how are they
effectively developed?’. A key issue that emerged from that group’s discussion,
reported back to the Forum by group leader James Clark, was that networks in
rural and regional Victoria perform many overlapping purposes. This group of
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young leaders told the Forum that for a network to be effective, and worth
establishing, it has to have a clear purpose and provide learning opportunities
for members.
11.4

However, there would also be a number of equally important underlying
purposes that may remain unstated in a group’s formal charter. For example,
the group told the Forum that the issue of providing support for members
beyond business issues is important. An example is the ability to support each
other around mental health issues.

11.5

The young people discussing this issue also told the Forum that establishing
and maintaining solid network groups was a crucial area where they sought
government interest and support. This is not simply financial support –
although the state government’s contribution in that area was acknowledged –
but also through provision of advice and mentoring.

11.6

With the benefit of technology and social networking sites young rural people
can maintain networks with like‐minded peers worldwide. The initiative young
Victorians show maintaining connections online with their peers across the
state and beyond is impressive. Equally so the level of engagement and interest
they have in sharing concerns, discussing solutions and looking for ways to
develop their industries, their skills, and their rural and regional communities.

11.7

The Rural and Regional Committee has an ongoing interest in observing this
activity and supporting the development of rural and regional networking
groups, particularly for young people.

Why are networks needed?
11.8

The Victorian Government’s submission1 to this Inquiry refers to a study by
Professor Ian Gray which finds that ‘…there is no certain evidence that social
networks act as a significant constraint on choices either to leave or to stay in
agricultural pursuits’.2 However, in other submissions and evidence from
witnesses the Committee frequently heard about the importance of
networking groups in rural and regional areas.

11.9

In Horsham, Ms Amity Dunstan, a grain grower from Telangatuk East, brought
home the potential of networks and just how important they are to rural
communities:
Young farmers can discuss, debate, research, act, trial, reflect and modify
with like‐minded people…My 32‐year‐old brother‐in‐law, James, designed
and patented a diffuser. This small gadget improves seed placement in air‐
seeders. It is ingenuous for those who understand the intricacies of
precision sowing. It would be safe to say that James would not be farming,

1
2

Victorian Government, Submission, Number 70, 31 October 2011.
Gray I, ‘What are the factors affecting the ability of agriculture to attract and retain young
people? A review of the research literature prepared for the Department of Primary Industries,
Victoria’, September 2011.
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let alone manufacturing his diffusers, if it were not for the network of
young farmers in our community. He is lucky, he has a strong social
network of like‐minded people. It makes me wonder how many young
farmers have left their industry who may have contributed to advances in
technology but didn’t because they didn’t have the same social network as
James does.3
11.10 Another insight into just how important networks are to young people was
provided by Ms Julia Schlapp, who discussed a leadership program delivered by
RMIT University. According to Ms Schlapp an important goal of many young
people attending the program was not so much completing the course and
meeting all of its requirements, as developing networks of like‐minded young
people along the way:
We started with 25 young people, and they did not all get to the end. Like
in all groups of people, there were some who really wanted to connect
with their mentors and shine and go on to develop something of
themselves, but then there were some other people who in actual fact just
wanted to achieve the networking and the coming together once a month.
They wanted to achieve networks with other young people. Getting to the
end of the program was not their goal, but we achieved success in enabling
them to meet other young agricultural people. They were not all farmers;
some of them were in agribusiness or some of the other businesses. It was
successful from their point of view.4
11.11 Mr Andrew Theodore’s evidence suggests that young people approach the field
days organised by the Department of Primary Industries with a similar goal.5
11.12 The Committee learnt that networks can also improve productivity through
encouraging efficiency and innovation and allowing greater dissemination of
knowledge.6 In Timboon, Ms Georgina Gubbins described the professional
benefits gained through formal networks such as Best Wool Best Lamb. This is
because “…everyone supports each other to learn …”.7
11.13 Evidence suggests that agriculture is becoming increasingly reliant on formal
off‐farm training, as opposed to traditional on‐farming learning.8 This means
young people are developing wide reaching peer groups as they come into
contact with each other, thereby learning in a number of different ways. It was
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Ms Amity Dunstan, Grain Grower, Telangatuk East, Public Hearing, Horsham, 23 August 2011.
Ms Julia Schlapp, Research Project Officer, RMIT University, Hamilton, Public Hearing, Dunkeld, 17
October 2011.
Mr Andrew Theodore, Sharefarmer, Princetown, Public Hearing, Timboon, 18 October 2011.
Loddon Shire Council, Submission, Number 26, 5 August 2011.
Ms Georgina Gubbins, Managing Director, Maneroo Partnership, Public Hearing, Timboon, 18
October 2011.
Melbourne School of Land and Environment, University of Melbourne, Submission, Number 12, 4
August 2011; The Potter Rural Community Research Network, RMIT University, Submission,
Number 33, 5 August 2011.

Rural and Regional Committee

Page 265

Inquiry into the Capacity of the Farming Sector to Attract and Retain Young Farmers
and Respond to an Ageing Workforce

also thought that reliance on technology is a strong determinant of well‐
developed support networks.9
11.14 However, informal learning still plays an important role in the farming sector,
as revealed by this example from Mr Andrew Broad:
Robert Ruwoldt came to the Bridgewater pub one time and about 10 of us
farmers went in there, and he talked about what he was doing with no‐till
farming. I went away and I changed my farming system.10
11.15 A submission to this Committee by the Central Highlands Agribusiness Forum
refers to research by Professor Sue Kilpatrick that explains the importance of
informal learning for farmers:






Self‐sufficiency and independence are valued.
Prefer practical knowledge over theoretical.
Not confident in formal settings.
Greater trust of known sources.
Threat to existing beliefs.11

11.16 Professor Kilpatrick’s perspective is supported by young people:
Youth Forum Recommendation 21
That the state government assist the TAFE and VET sectors to provide a greater
emphasis on peer network group learning.
11.17 The Committee heard evidence about the important role networks play in
maintaining a strong agricultural workforce, especially for young people. For
example, that social and professional networks formed by groups such as the
Country Women’s Association, Birchip Cropping Group and Landcare help
young people overcome the challenges associated with living in remote
communities,12 what the Victorian Government in its submission describes as
‘…the diffusing and fragmenting [of] the social landscape…’.13
11.18 The importance of young people’s networks was also raised by AgNext’s Ms
Belinda Bassingthwaighte. She told the Committee that young agribusiness
professionals, including those living in capital cities, have identified a big need
for networks and that AgNext members view the organisation as a welcome
networking opportunity.14 (AgNext is discussed further below.)
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Gannawarra Shire Council, Submission, Number 44, 8 August 2011.
Mr Andrew Broad, President, Victorian Farmers Federation, Public Hearing, Melbourne, 24
October 2011.
Central Highlands Agribusiness Forum, Submission, Number 20, 5 August 2011.
Mr Dean Miller, Chairman, North West Municipalities Association, Public Hearing, Horsham, 23
August 2011; Ms Georgina Gubbins, Managing Director, Maneroo Partnership, Public Hearing,
Timboon, 18 October 2011.
Victorian Government, Submission, Number 70, 31 October 2011.
Ms Belinda Bassingthwaighte, Coordinator, AgNext, Public Hearing, Melbourne, 24 October 2011.
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11.19 Mr James Clark from South Gippsland Agribusiness Professionals suggested
that networks are needed not just as a source of professional advice but also to
share problems when times are bad:
I suppose if you have got someone there who you can talk to and go, ‘I am
not by myself here’; there is a heap of other people there and you are all
sharing the same opinion, so you go, ‘Well, it is not just me. There is a
problem with our industry’…there are times there you have got hundreds
of thousands of dollars tied up in machinery, and you go, ‘I am doing
something wrong here. I have got all that money tied up in machinery. I
have got $2,000 in my bank account. So what is it?’. And then you talk to
other people and they go, ‘No, I have been a lot worse than that. Don’t
worry about that. It’s when you go in the red 20,000 or something like that,
that’s when you can start to worry’, and I think to be able to talk about that
sort of stuff with other people and then they can offer you moral support,
and, as I say, being able to talk about it and get other people’s opinions
and knowing that other people were there at some point and now they
have sort of built their way up the ladder and now they are at the top of it;
it has been really good in that regard.15
11.20 Mr Draffin provided slightly different evidence, focusing on the sorts of
informal networks that can also take shape in regional centres, in this case
around education institutions. Mr Draffin said that a very close group of friends
had formed while studying agriculture at the University of Ballarat and that this
group regularly socialises and discusses ideas about farming methods with each
other.16
11.21 Despite the importance of networks and their identified need, the farming
sector is concerned about the uneven coverage of young people’s networks
across Victoria. For example, Ms Narelle Forrest told the Committee about the
lack of networks for young farmers in the Beechworth area.17 At least part of
the reason for this is the actual low number of young farmers in the area,
meaning the groups that do exist are dominated by older farmers.
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Mr James Clark, Coordinator, South Gippsland Agribusiness Professionals, Public Hearing,
Leongatha, 21 September 2011.
Mr Chris Draffin, Student, School of Food, Land and Service Industries, University of Ballarat,
Public Hearing, Ballarat, 24 August 2011.
Ms Narelle Forrest, Farmer, Rosstulla Holdings, Public Hearing, Beechworth, 4 August 2011.
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Snapshot: James Clark, Leongatha
James is an agricultural
contractor in his early 20s.
He started his own
business at the age of 16
and now employs two full‐
time and two casual staff.
James is also Coordinator
of the South Gippsland
Agribusiness Professionals
group based in Inverloch.
On starting the group
James said:
Since starting my business five years ago, I have noticed how little support young
people get. I feel that if we can get the younger people not just interested in entering
the agricultural sector but support them the whole way through, we will have a chance
at building a solid industry base for them.
South Gippsland Agribusiness Professionals welcomes farmers and agribusiness
professionals of all ages. The idea is to incorporate everyone in those industries and to
give them a place for professional networking as well as a social outlet. The group’s
long‐term plan is to attract younger people into the industry and support their
development.

The role of government
11.22 There were contrasting views on the role that government should play in
ensuring young farmers have access to strong social and professional networks.
Ms Dunstan told the Committee about her experience living in Cowra in New
South Wales. At that time the New South Wales Government and non‐profit
organisations offered young people jobs in agriculture, linking them with local
farmers and creating networks.18
11.23 In Ms Dunstan’s view, the Department of Primary Industries in Victoria could
take a similar approach by employing graduates to conduct research on leading
farms. The Committee understands that the Department of Primary Industries
does link graduates with leading farmers across Victoria through its Science
Graduate Program.19 Further, Ms Dunstan argued that the closure of the
Walpeup Research Centre (taken over by the Sunraysia Institute of TAFE in
March 2010) has had a negative impact on the Mallee, by eroding the networks
that existed as part of the centre’s work.20
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Ms Amity Dunstan, Grain Grower, Telangatuk East, Public Hearing, Horsham, 23 August 2011.
Mr Roger Henry, Learning and Capability Adviser, Graduate Program, Department of Primary
Industries, Personal Communication, 30 April 2012.
Ms Amity Dunstan, Grain Grower, Telangatuk East, Public Hearing, Horsham, 23 August 2011.
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11.24 The Committee heard about local people developing their own networks
without the presence of, for example, government departments or education
institutions. Mr Anthony Chapman said that isolation in small towns is a
problem. He told the Committee that he and his friends overcame this problem
by setting up the Rupanyup Major Events Group, to provide social
opportunities, wider than just sports events, for the Rupanyup community. The
group also strengthens the community and gives young people in particular a
reason for staying in the area.21
11.25 The Committee notes the state government’s financial commitment to the
Victorian Young Farmers group.
11.26 One of the Committee’s findings is that courses and events such as field days
run in regional areas serve more than one purpose, which is, both learning and
developing networks.

Recommendation 33
That the state government ensure an ongoing strong working relationship between
the Department of Primary Industries and all young farmer groups representing the
next generation of young farmers.

Victorian Young Farmers
11.27 The state government has provided funding of $1 million to assist young
farmers across Victoria. Part of this package is $400,000 seed funding, to re‐
establish the Victorian Young Farmers group. One of the aims of the group is to
identify future community leaders among young Victorians, but the group also
serves several of the other professional and social purposes of networks
discussed above.
11.28 Ms Ellen Grinter described Victorian Young Farmers as “…a brilliant way to
strengthen rural communities”. This is because it offers young people both
professional and social networking opportunities. For example, she said that
she has taken advantage of the group to learn skills applicable to her new
career as an agronomist at Landmark. She also listed the social side of the
group as being important as well for young people living in regional areas and
concerned with the lack of social opportunities in isolated communities:
I joined Nathalia [Young Farmers] at 16 after participating in their deb ball,
and it has taken me so much further than I ever expected. I have become
very close friends with the club members and filled my calendars with
meetings, events and volunteer commitments…I have been able to learn
about everything from running meetings and events, writing an official
letter, resolving disputes in a formal way, networking, talking on radio and
21

Mr Anthony Chapman, Seeds Manager, Wimmera Grain Company, Public Hearing, Horsham, 23
August 2011.
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understanding official documents to being exposed to many different areas
of ag.
I have attended conferences on behalf of Young Farmers and met many
important people of the sector. Even after four years of living in Melbourne
and overseas for university I am still very strongly connected with the
Nathalia community because of my involvement with Young Farmers. It
makes it a place I enjoy, a place where I am supported and a place I want
to return to. It has definitely influenced my very indecisive self into a
definite career in agriculture as an agronomist. So I believe Young Farmers
is a highly valuable organisation to help more young people become a part
of rural communities and the ag industry and it is worth supporting.22
11.29 It is worth noting again the amount of informal learning that farmers do when
socialising.
11.30 Ms Jennifer Grinter also told the Committee that the networking opportunities
provided by Victorian Young Farmers helped broaden her horizons and
encouraged her to increase her involvement in her local community. In her
experience, the support networks she has already formed “…last for a
lifetime”.23
11.31 To date, seven clubs have been set up as part of Victorian Young Farmers, with
plans for more to form. The Royal Agricultural Society of Victoria is currently
helping with building a website – an obvious and paramount need – but other
promotional tools include merchandise, a young farmer challenge at the Royal
Melbourne Show and the group’s members travelling to schools to speak with
young students.
11.32 A co‐ordinator has been hired to help the group best spend the funding it has
received from the state government. However, as the Committee heard in
Ballarat when it spoke with the Victorian Young Farmers President, Ms Carlie
Harrington, the group believes it would benefit from structured assistance to
help it get off the ground and have a sustainable future:
Ms HARRINGTON — I am concerned that we have been given the money
but we have not been given any support. We need the support from past
members and also mentors to advise and help steer us in the right
direction.
The CHAIR — On that, I know a fair few past members and most of them
would be keen to help.
Ms HARRINGTON — Yes, we are looking at holding a reunion in February;
we just need to get the structure right and get the money. It has been a bit
of a battle, actually, getting the money. They have promised it to us, but
there always seems to be the next hurdle. I guess that is what happens
22
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Ms Ellen Grinter, Secretary, Victorian Young Farmers, Public Hearing, Shepparton, 3 November
2011.
Ms Jennifer Grinter, Member, Victorian Young Farmers, Public Hearing, Shepparton, 3 November
2011.
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when you are dealing with the government. The DPI actually has our
money, and it is hurdle after hurdle after hurdle to actually get the money.
They want us to spend the money that we already have, to prove I do not
know what. But when I went to New Zealand we had to take that out of
our own money, and it was lucky we had that. There is hurdle after hurdle.
When we finally get the money, that is when we are going to start.
The CHAIR — The money was to help build the networks and grow the
number that you have?
Ms HARRINGTON — Yes, it was to provide secretarial support. We have a
secretary now one day per week at the Melbourne showgrounds. Joanne
Jeffrey, the coordinator for the Melbourne showgrounds, contacted me
when she heard we were going to receive money. They were putting on a
girl to do horticulture and to look after some other sections, and there
would be one day a week available for her to work for us. That has worked
in well, and we have the use of the facilities of the showgrounds. Also, this
year there is a young farmer of the year challenge that we are helping to
organise. That is $30 000 a year for her, for the secretarial support, and the
rest of the money is to be spent growing clubs and increasing members
and leadership development through sending the executive committee to
the Marcus Oldham College leadership course and things like that once we
get the money. When we organise this reunion in February we hope to
drum up the support. What I learnt also in New Zealand is that they have
an advisory committee and they have a lot of support from their older
members. Even Tasmanian Rural Youth is quite successful. It has the
support of all the ex‐members. Hopefully we can do that, because at the
moment we have got nothing, which makes it hard.24
11.33 At the public hearing in Shepparton, Ms Ellen Grinter joined Ms Harrington in
asking for advice on how best to spend the money for the long‐term benefit of
Victorian Young Farmers.25
11.34 Both Ms Harrington and Ms Grinter stressed that membership of Victorian
Young Farmers is not limited to young people working on farms. The group has
a broader reach and welcomes any young people with an interest in
agriculture.
11.35 Young people at the Rural and Regional Committee’s Youth Forum at
Parliament House expressed their support for the program and its goals:
Youth Forum Recommendation 22
That the state government continue to support the Victorian Young Farmers
organisation in promoting the benefits of a career in agriculture to young
people.
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Ms Carlie Harrington, President, Victorian Young Farmers, Public Hearing, Ballarat, 24 August
2011.
Ms Ellen Grinter, Secretary, Victorian Young Farmers, Public Hearing, Shepparton, 3 November
2011.
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Recommendation 34
That the state government support development of a mentoring model for Victorian
Young Farmers, to assist them in growing their membership.

Snapshot: Victorian Young Farmers
The Victorian Young Farmers group consists of around 200 members spread across
seven clubs. It is run with a State Executive Committee consisting of a President, Vice
President, Secretary, Assistant Secretary, Treasurer and Public Relations Officer. Its
President, Ms Carlie Harrington, was elected in December 2010 and re‐elected in
December 2011. She has been an active member of Dean/Newlyn Young Farmers
since 2006 and in 2008 was elected Secretary at the state level.
Victorian Young Farmers was self‐funded from 2003 until 2011, when the state
government committed to providing $1 million over four years, to young farmer
groups in general. Of the $1 million, $400,000 was allocated to Victorian Young
Farmers, to fund secretariat support provided by the Royal Agricultural Society of
Victoria. The Department of Primary Industries is also providing advice to Victorian
Young Farmers. The group aims to become self‐sustainable by the end of the four year
funding promise and plans to use events like a Young Farmer Challenge and/or Annual
Ball and sponsorship and support from ex‐members to achieve this.
In Shepparton, the Committee spoke with Ms Ellen Grinter, who sits on the State
Council of Victorian Young Farmers and is a member of Nathalia Young Farmers. She
told the Committee of the social and professional benefits young farmer groups
provide:
Nathalia Young Farmers is especially concentrated on creating supportive networks
and a happy, community connected lifestyle in a rural area. This is essential to retain
young people in rural areas where times can be tough. Not everyone is a farmer, but
every member of a rural community, nurse to farmer, is important for the community’s
health and success. On top of this, members have the opportunity to learn many
important skills through their involvement in the club, especially when the state
funding is put to full use.

The Young Dairy Development Program
“We might go and learn about hoof trimming, or we might go out and see
the local dairy factory and see how the plant works and the processes
there…rather than being on farms six days a week and not going out at
night time [young farmers] are coming together once a month or once
every two months and just having a yak.” Mr Nathan Edwards, Dunkeld.
11.36 The Young Dairy Development Program is a dairy industry network group
aimed at young dairy farmers (aged 18–40). It has been running for more than
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ten years in Gippsland and five years in northern and south‐west Victoria and
currently has more than 1,500 members.26
11.37 The Young Dairy Development Program is a good example of industry taking
responsibility to develop the networks that young farmers value so highly.
11.38 Ms Sophie Hester discussed the program with the Committee in Timboon. She
said that each group throughout the state puts on six events a year and that by
far the most popular event to date was an event held at Glenormiston College
that focused on explaining career paths within the dairy industry.27 (Career
pathways are discussed in Chapter 10.)
11.39 Mr John Mulvany agreed that one of the assets of the group is the way in which
it helps young dairy farmers understand career pathways.28
11.40 Mr Dale Scott complimented the way in which the Young Dairy Development
Program helps newcomers learn together. He said that he knows of several
older farmers who make themselves available to Young Dairy Development
Program events, so that “…the younger ones can come and have a chat”.29
11.41 Ms Susan Bennett suggested that in general the dairy industry is a leader in
developing networks for its young farmers:
I think the dairy industry has done a really good job at getting networks
going between dairy farmers, and I think they do it so much better than
every other industry. In the grain industry there are no networks, like the
old Target 10 discussion groups that the dairy industry had. People in the
cropping industry do not have the same level of participation in those sorts
of groups, I do not think. I think it is a thing that the dairy industry does
really well.30
11.42 In Leongatha, Dr Danielle Auldist, GippsDairy’s Executive Officer, presented the
Committee with an interesting argument: that the success of networks and
development programs can ultimately cause their own failure. In her view,
networks and programs fall into decline when the people initially involved in
them develop their skills and move on, taking their enthusiasm and motivation
with them and leaving a vacuum that is seldom filled.
11.43 In a discussion on the Young Dairy Development Program, Dr Auldist said:
We have found that for something like that the engine must be funded.
You could have those committees on a voluntary basis for a couple of
years, but then they fall over because those people who have developed
that stage are on to the next level. They are linking into other learning
opportunities or discussion groups. It is absolutely essential that you have
26
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Young Dairy Development Program, Submission, Number 38, 5 August 2011.
Ms Sophie Hester, Diary Farmer, Mepunga, Public Hearing, Timboon, 18 October 2011.
Mr John Mulvany, Consultant, ONFARM Consulting, Public Hearing, Leongatha, 21 September
2011.
Mr Dale Scott, District Council President, United Dairy Farmers Victoria, Public Hearing, Nambrok,
20 September 2011.
Ms Susan Bennett, Farmer, Synergy Farms, Yarrawalla, Public Hearing, Bendigo, 23 June 2011.
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a regional coordinator who helps those groups and who does a bit of the
legs and arms work to deliver what those groups want. Those groups have
to define the subject and some details like that, but we need a coordinator
to pretty much manage the event.31
11.44 In its submission, Wellington Shire Council says the Young Dairy Development
Program has achieved ‘…excellent outcomes in developing people…’ but is
struggling for funding.32 The Gardiner Foundation confirms that the program’s
funding is solely from sponsorship, which is both time‐consuming to arrange
and creates financial uncertainty.33

Recommendation 35
That the state government examine the Young Dairy Development Program with a
view to facilitating application of such a development program to other food and fibre
production sectors.

Other groups
11.45 The Committee heard about a number of other network groups available for
young Victorians to join. In Dunkeld, Mr Chris Walsh spoke to the Committee
about the Victorian Farmers Federation’s Young Agribusiness Professionals
group. The group’s main purpose is to meet the social and professional needs
of young farmers across Victoria.34
11.46 Ms Kellyanne Semple revealed that the Department of Primary Industries
provides funding for the Young Agribusiness Professionals secretariat as well as
advice on activities. This funding was a part of the previous state government’s
Ready for Tomorrow: A blueprint for regional and rural Victoria.35
11.47 At the time of the hearing in Dunkeld, Mr Walsh was in the process of finalising
the group’s next conference, which was to discuss a variety of issues, including
finance, the weather and mental health. Mr Walsh gave an insight into the
difficulties young farmer groups can have drawing people to their events:
We are in a busy period of the year, and I think when you are trying to
attract people in every industry in agriculture you are never going to find a
period of the year when it is quiet, because a quiet season for a cereal
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Dr Danielle Auldist, Executive Officer, GippsDairy, Public Hearing, Leongatha, 21 September 2011.
Wellington Shire Council, Submission, Number 18, 5 August 2011.
Gardiner Foundation, Submission, Number 22, 5 August 2011.
Young Agribusiness Professionals, Victorian Farmers Federation, Submission, Number 39, 5
August 2011.
Ms Kellyanne Semple, Program Manager Agricultural Communities, Department of Primary
Industries, Public Hearing, Bendigo, 23 June 2011.
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farmer is a busy season for a horticultural farmer or a dairy farmer. That is
one thing that is difficult.36
11.48 According to Mr John McDougall, Southern Farming Systems experiences
similar problems with its field days:
Southern Farming Systems has its field day coming up on Wednesday and
Thursday. Last year we had it at about the same time and we had it on a
beautiful day like today. Instead of having 500 people turn up we had
about 100, because it was the first decent spraying day we had had for
about three weeks or something. They all said, ‘Right. We can’t go to that.
We’re all spraying today’. It keeps people away in droves. I am hoping that
this weather turns windy in the next couple of days so that they will come
to our event.37
11.49 Mr James Peddie viewed the Sustainable Farm Families program as a network.
He discussed networks in relation to pressure from increased farm size and
decreasing population:
When we milked cows we were down in the Heytesbury settlement at
Timboon and Simpson, but it is nothing for four farms to have been
amalgamated into the one farm where there were four families. The
pressure is on the sense of community. The Penshurst Apex club and the
Hamilton club have folded, because if we do not stick at it and contribute,
things will fold. It is just that you have got to have that commitment to it.
For me it is a really good outlet to go and discuss things with the group.
Half of them are farmers, and it is amazing when you talk to them. If you
are wet and there is a lot of animal mortality or something that is weather
driven and you are feeling terrible and trying to stay strong mentally but
not feeling strong mentally and you go and talk to a group of blokes and
they are all having the same issues, suddenly you are not on your own.
Maintaining those networks is an important thing.38
11.50 The Committee heard that a declining and ageing rural population is felt to be
placing pressure on the sustainability of networks generally.39
11.51 Another group the Committee heard from is AgNext, a network group for
agribusiness professionals in Melbourne. The group is comprised mostly of
young people from rural Victoria now living and working in Melbourne,
although it has also attracted members from interstate and as far away as
Brisbane. AgNext is currently funded solely by its membership, which includes
agricultural professionals from both the public and private sectors.40
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Mr Chris Walsh, Director, Access Farming Pty Ltd, Public Hearing, Dunkeld, 17 October 2011.
Mr John McDougall, Chairman, Southern Farming Systems, Public Hearing, Dunkeld, 17 October
2011.
Mr James Peddie, Prime Lamb Producer, Yalunga, Public Hearing, Dunkeld, 17 October 2011.
North West Municipalities Association, Submission, Number 50, 12 August 2011; Ms Suzanne
Ryder, Submission, Number 51, 12 August 2011.
Ms Caitlin Scholfield, Coordinator, AgNext, Public Hearing, Melbourne, 24 October 2011; Ms
Belinda Bassingthwaighte, Coordinator, AgNext, Public Hearing, Melbourne, 24 October 2011.
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11.52 Keeping in mind Ms Hester’s comments above about career pathways, it is
interesting to note that the young members of AgNext have also identified
information on career pathways as a pressing need.
11.53 AgNext is undoubtedly an exciting new group for young people in agriculture
organised by two talented young people with a great passion for the sector.
However, it is important to keep in mind Dr Auldist’s comments above
regarding why networks fail. It would be unwise to assume that the formation
of groups such as AgNext, as welcome as they are, necessarily means that
problems around the lack of networks for young people have been
permanently solved.
11.54 The Committee believes that there needs to be a long‐term commitment from
industry and government, to support young people’s networks throughout
Victoria. Plus, as Mr Clark argued at the Committee’s Youth Forum, the
networks themselves must have a clearly stated purpose and operate in their
own well‐defined fields to avoid the confusion that can arise when groups
overlap with each other.41
11.55 In his submission to this Inquiry, Mr Bill Dullard proposes that all commodity
groups should organise their own networks based on the same model as the
Young Dairy Development Program. These groups should then be linked under
a statewide Victorian Young Farmers Steering Committee. Mr Dullard argues
that this new structure should be set up by industry but funded by the state
government. This would then overcome the problem of having disparate youth
networks and would also have the security of ongoing funding.42
11.56 Mr Walsh said that Young Agribusiness Professionals intends to target young
people in metropolitan regions as well as regional areas, through a partnership
with AgNext.43
11.57 The Committee also applauds the good work done by the Birchip Cropping
Group 2020 network for young people working in agriculture.44
11.58 Establishing and maintaining effective networks across the state was seen as a
priority by young people at the Rural and Regional Committee’s Youth Forum,
as is reflected in these recommendations made by the Forum:
Youth Forum Recommendation 23
That the state government work with young farmer network groups across
Victoria, to ensure group aims and target audiences do not overlap.
Youth Forum Recommendation 24
That the state government establish young farmer groups in the Wimmera and
Mallee regions of the state. The groups should have a clear statement of
41
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Mr James Clark, Coordinator, South Gippsland Agribusiness Professionals, Public Hearing,
Leongatha, 21 September 2011.
Mr Bill Dullard, Submission, Number 25, 5 August 2011.
Mr Chris Walsh, Director, Access Farming Pty Ltd, Public Hearing, Dunkeld, 17 October 2011.
See: www.bcg.org.au.
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purpose without being too formal, and would provide a support base for young
people to face risk together.

Snapshot: AgNext, Melbourne
AgNext is a Melbourne‐based organisation with the aim of building and maintaining a
networking group of emerging professionals (aged around 25–40 years) working in
agribusiness, to explore opportunities, share knowledge and develop as professionals.
Although based in Melbourne it has also attracted members from outside Melbourne
and interstate.
AgNext was started by Ms Caitlin Scholfield, who grew up on a sheep and wool
property at Glenthompson in south‐west Victoria, and Ms Belinda Bassingthwaighte,
who grew up on a beef property in Queensland’s Darling Downs. The group meets
every two months and at the time of speaking with the Committee had 65 members
and was completely self‐funded.
The objectives of AgNext include:






To develop links between agriculture’s different sectors
To provide an opportunity for young agribusiness professionals to learn about the
sector
To share industry knowledge and experiences
To provide opportunities for mentoring (in partnership with other groups and
bodies)
To promote agribusiness career opportunities in Melbourne.

Mentoring
‘The knowledge, skills, experience and wisdom accumulated over
generations by farmers in the Mitta to Murray area is one of our greatest
resources and nothing would give these farmers greater satisfaction than
to pass it on to future generations.’ Mitta to Murray Landcare Network.
11.59 The Committee understands that mentoring as a learning tool has always
played a role in agriculture.45
11.60 Put simply, mentoring links young farmers with older farmers. As with other
sectors, it is a valuable way of older farmers passing on their professional and
personal experience to young farmers. This is sometimes referred to as an
‘intergenerational transfer of knowledge’, a way of blending the wisdom and
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Professor Sue Kilpatrick, Research Professor of Regional Communities, Alfred Deakin Research
Institute, Deakin University, Public Hearing, Dunkeld, 17 October 2011; SED Consulting, Workforce
Development Plan for the Victorian Grains and Dairy Industries, Victorian Government,
Melbourne 2010.
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experience of the older generation with the energy of a younger,
technologically adept generation.46
11.61 Professor Kilpatrick told the Committee that as a learning model mentoring is
important because different people learn in different ways. Some people prefer
learning in groups, while others are more comfortable in a one‐on‐one
situation.
11.62 In the dairy industry, GippsDairy’s Focus Farms project is an example of how
the dairy industry meets this need. Focus Farms involves a farm family being
supported by a local consultant and support group made up of local farmers
and service providers. The Focus Farmers set goals around finance, production
and lifestyle issues. Mr Tim Cashin is part of the Focus Farms project and told
the Committee that the mentoring component of the project is extremely
valuable to his dairy farm. He views mentoring as another education tool for
the dairy industry.47
11.63 Ms Karen Baum also told the Committee of the strong mentors advising her
throughout her dairy career, people whose experience she has been able to
rely on when making big career decisions, saying: “We have got to where we
are today a great deal because of mentors in our lives.” She viewed mentoring
as an important tool for retaining young people in the dairy industry and
considered it generally underutilised across the farming sector.48
11.64 Ms Baum is currently involved in the DairySage mentoring program. The
program is supported financially by Dairy Australia, the Gardiner Foundation,
GippsDairy and WestVic Dairy. It is aimed at farmers, employees, dairy
company staff and service providers.49
11.65 The Committee is also aware of Murray Dairy’s mentoring program, ‘Dairy
Business Networks’.50
11.66 Mr Nathan Edwards told the Committee that mentors help young people set up
long‐term goals and that he stays in touch with his mentor who he connects
with every two or three weeks. He described the two‐day mentoring course he
completed as part of the DairySage program as “…one of the biggest eye‐
openers I have had in my life”.51
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47
48
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Mr Peter Jones, Director, Mildura and District Education Council, Public Hearing, Mildura, 20 July
2011; Mr Shawn Butters, Director, Kilter Pty Ltd, Public Hearing, Swan Hill, 21 July 2011; Dr Kaye
Scholfield, Senior Manager Community Partnerships and Projects, RMIT University, Hamilton,
Public Hearing, Dunkeld, 17 October 2011; Campaspe Concerned Citizens, Submission, Number
15, 4 August 2011; Baw Baw Shire Council, Submission, Number 59, 17 August 2011; Mitta to
Murray Landcare Network, Submission, Number 67, 23 September 2011; Geldens P, ‘Out‐
migration: young Victorians and the family farm’, People and Place, Vol 15, No 1, 2007.
Mr Tim Cashin, Dairy Farmer, Leongatha South, Public Hearing, Leongatha, 21 September 2011.
Ms Karen Baum, Director, Pembroke Rural, Public Hearing, Nambrok, 20 September 2011.
For more on DairySage see: www.thepeopleindairy.org.au/projects/dairysage‐mentoring.htm.
Ms Sarah Parker, Chief Executive Officer, Murray Dairy, Public Hearing, Shepparton, 3 November
2011.
Mr Nathan Edwards, Dairy Farmer, Casterton, Public Hearing, Dunkeld, 17 October 2011.
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11.67 Mr Walsh revealed that Young Agribusiness Professionals plans to develop a
mentoring program, a decision that was partly inspired by his positive
experience of mentoring:
I have got a mentor myself. He is a business consultant. He is a friend of
mine who he helps me out, and I have a chat to him every now and again.
It is just great to just fall back on. If you are feeling a bit unsure about what
you are doing or even if you just want to have a chat about anything, it is
great. I can give him a call and we just chat things through. So I think it is
priceless, and yet it is almost free. It is the cost of a phone call or an email
or a bit of fuel to drive and catch up with him.52
11.68 The benefits of mentoring are also valued by Southern Farming Systems, which
is hoping to find the funding to establish a permanent mentoring program of its
own. Mr McDougall said that it is important for its members to take advantage
of the knowledge of older, more experienced members. As an example, he told
the Committee of a recently retired farmer whose knowledge of cattle and
merino sheep would be “unequalled”. Mr McDougall said a mentoring program
would be an ideal way of passing on that knowledge to a young farmer.53
11.69 In Shepparton, Mr Weston proposed the state government could have a role in
linking young farmers with experienced older farmers:
Mr WESTON — I think they could. I think particularly with the computer
age you could have websites or whatever there needs to be, and this is
probably not a good analogy, but almost like a dating service, if you like,
where retiring farmers can match up with — —
Mr DRUM — An aspiring one.
Mr WESTON — Yes, aspiring new entrants into agriculture. In my mind it
would not be a particularly expensive thing to do, but it might be a useful
way to encourage new entrants into agriculture.54
11.70 A very clear message about the importance of mentoring was delivered to
government and industry from the Committee’s Youth Forum in February 2012.
Recommendations from the Forum were:
Youth Forum Recommendation 25
That the state government partner with industry to develop a rural mentoring
alliance, to provide young people with the skills and confidence needed to
make use of the different business models available when starting a business.
Youth Forum Recommendation 26
That the state government facilitate provision of mentors to young farmer
groups.
52
53

54

Mr Chris Walsh, Director, Access Farming Pty Ltd, Public Hearing, Dunkeld, 17 October 2011.
Mr John McDougall, Chairman, Southern Farming Systems, Public Hearing, Dunkeld, 17 October
2011.
Mr Adrian Weston, Member, Campaspe Concerned Citizens, Public Hearing, Shepparton, 3
November 2011.
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11.71 Chapter 2 of this report contains a further discussion of the importance of
mentoring to school students studying agriculture.

Recommendation 36
That the state government provide funding support for mentoring programs
developed by industry peak bodies.

Recommendation 37
That the state government provide support funding for networking programs
developed by farming sector organisations as an incentive for bodies to formalise
these activities.
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Snapshot: Jennifer Savage, Shepparton
“Through my year this year on the Rural
Women’s Award and the mentoring that has
come in there I have found that I have been
able to achieve a lot more than I ever thought I
would be able to.” Jennifer Savage
When Jennifer started Savage Fish Pty Ltd in
2004 it was the first aquaculture business
specialising in barramundi production in
northern Victoria. Now Savage Fish aims to
provide premium quality barramundi and
Murray cod, to be an Australian leader in the
breeding and rearing of native fish, and to
supply environmentally sustainable fish to
meet the growing demand for clean, fresh
food. Prior to this Jennifer worked at the Department of Primary Industries – Snobs
Creek, as a research technician working across a variety of native fish species.
Jennifer holds a Bachelor of Applied Science in Fisheries and a Graduate Diploma,
Graduate Certificate and Masters in Aquaculture. She has authored research papers
and delivered lectures on fish farming, and has supported a number of new
aquaculture ventures, both within Australia and overseas, including a model to
support a network of dairy farmers diversifying into aquaculture. She is committed to
supporting the re‐establishment of the Victorian Aquaculture Council as a united voice
for industry to government.
Jennifer believes that fish farming would make a lucrative career for talented young
people, as well as a solution to the increasing shortage of supply of wild catch, and
plans to set up a training program for aquaculture specific to Australian native species.
Jennifer, who was Victorian Runner‐up in the 2011 Rural Women’s Award, is a strong
believer in the value of mentoring programs for young people:
The use of mentors and leadership and those sorts of things I think are really vital in
getting young people involved in the industry. I think there is probably a perception out
there of ‘Why should I be able to do it? What do I know?’. Through my year this year
on the Rural Women’s Award and the mentoring that has come in there I have found
that I have been able to achieve a lot more than I ever thought I would be able to. It is
really just through the encouragement of others. They have given me some skills and
things obviously to add to that, but a lot of it is that I should have just got out there
earlier and done it. It is kind of frustrating. I have not, but I am now, and that is
fantastic, but there could still be a lot of young people out there who just do not feel
that they are as capable as they are and able to make change and do things. That
mentoring system and leadership courses and those sorts of things to show them how
capable they are could be a big jump in actually encouraging them to get involved in
the industry.
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Communities of choice
Key Messages
 An attractive farm sector is dependent on vibrant rural communities.
 Rural communities must be open to newcomers.
 Fewer people working in agriculture is a threat to the liveability and sustainability
of rural communities.
 The shortage of accommodation in rural areas is an impediment to attracting
young families to the farming sector.
 Young people are encouraged to leave rural areas, to access education and other
life experience – they must also be given a good reason to return.
 Young rural people strongly consider returning home when they want to start a
family.
 Good quality broadband is important to rural communities, both socially and for
businesses.

Introduction
‘Vibrant sustainable communities go hand‐in‐hand with a vibrant
sustainable farm sector.’ Towong Shire Council.
“Our economy is based on the ebbs and flows of agriculture. Everything
is tied to how agriculture is going.” Ms Jo Bourke, Horsham.
“The pressure is on the sense of community.” Mr James Peddie, Dunkeld.
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12.1

Any discussion of the farm sector cannot ignore the context in which farmers
live and work. The Committee heard many times about the need to preserve
strong small towns, both for their own sake and in order to support the farm
sector retain young people in rural Victoria.

12.2

The demographics of the agricultural sector reflect wider economic and social
trends in rural Victoria. As such, the lifestyle challenges faced by the sector in
attracting and retaining young people are also reflected in other sectors. For
example, in Bendigo Professor John Martin discussed attracting and retaining
young people in terms of broader regional issues experienced across Victoria
and Australia as a whole:
I think it is really interesting that you are talking about attracting and
retaining young farmers and responding to an ageing workforce. This is an
issue for regional Victoria and regional Australia. It has to do with not just
farmers but the change that is occurring across the whole landscape of
regional Australia — and it is different in different places, so there are all
sorts of pains to deal with the change that is actually going on.1

1

2

3

12.3

These wider trends are discussed in more detail in Rural Industries Research
and Development Corporation, Australia’s Rural Workforce: An analysis of
labour shortage in rural Australia.2

12.4

The changing structural features of the agricultural sector, such as a drop in
workforce numbers, raise questions about the quality of life of rural areas. That
is, as the population falls, it becomes more difficult for governments to provide
services such as health and education, which makes it hard to attract people to
the sector. The Committee learnt that this in turn can drive an increase in
mechanisation, leading to another drop in workforce numbers, and so on.

12.5

The ongoing challenge faced by every state government was summed up
succinctly by Mr Mike Stephens: “…if the people are there, the infrastructure
will stay there. If the people are not there, there is no reason for the
infrastructure and services to stay there.”3

12.6

In Horsham, Mr Anthony Chapman spoke of the need for the state government
to support rural community development, to ensure that young people do not
feel isolated where they live. Mr Chapman added that community development
is also the responsibility of communities themselves. He described the role
played by the Rupanyup Major Events group (as discussed in Chapter 11)
formed by Mr Chapman and several of his peers: “…we have to try and attract

Professor John Martin, Director, Centre for Sustainable Regional Communities, La Trobe
University, Public Hearing, Bendigo, 23 June 2011.
Rural Industries Research and Development Corporation, Australia’s Rural Workforce: An analysis
of labour shortages in rural Australia, Rural Industries Research and Development Corporation,
Canberra 2009.
Mr Mike Stephens, Managing Director, Mike Stephens and Associates, Public Hearing, Ballart, 24
August 2011.
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people to stick together because once you stick together, you’ve got an active
life, you’ve got a good life, but you don’t want that feeling of isolation”.4
12.7

Mr Phil Chamberlain, echoing earlier discussion around ‘employers of choice’,
said it is the responsibility of rural communities such as Mansfield to become a
‘community of choice’ for young people. It is incumbent on the whole
community to share the load for this task: “If we are not going to get
investment from the community or the children themselves, then I have
enough in my own business to work through and try to work out.”5

12.8

Also in Mansfield, Cr Dean Belle made a direct link between vibrant
communities and the ability of the farming sector to attract and retain young
people. He outlined the way in which Mansfield’s growing population and
income levels “…support infrastructure and services the envy of many other
small towns”.6

12.9

Witnesses were keen to praise Mansfield as being a great place to live, as
vibrant and providing good services. Mr Mark Ritchie added that this was good
for his business, as it ensures a strong pool of local people from which to
source labour: “You do not want to underestimate that fact. I am sure it is very
different if you drive five hours north‐west of Melbourne.”7

12.10 This benefit to agricultural businesses was confirmed by Ms Kellie Purvis, who
told the Committee that she was happy to return to Mansfield after attending
boarding school in Bendigo. Ms Purvis was of the view that she was
representative of her peers in stating: “Mansfield is not a dying town.”8
12.11 It is important to note here the discussion in Chapter 8 on Mansfield’s strong
financial ties with Melbourne.
12.12 The Committee heard about the effect a dying town can have on a young
person.9 In Mildura, Ms Jennifer Grigg explained:
If your business is not profitable, but also if you are seeing your rural
communities dying around you and really struggling, there is even less

4

5

6
7
8
9

Mr Anthony Chapman, Seeds Manager, Wimmera Grain Company, Public Hearing, Horsham, 23
August 2011.
Mr Phil Chamberlain, Chief Executive Officer, Rutherglen Vineyards and Estates, Public Hearing,
Mansfield, 5 August 2011.
Cr Dean Belle, Councillor, Mansfield Shire Council, Public Hearing, Mansfield, 5 August 2011.
Mr Mark Ritchie, Manager, Delatite Grazing Pty Ltd, Public Hearing, Mansfield, 5 August 2011.
Ms Kellie Purvis, Horse and Cattle Farmer, Lovicks, Public Hearing, Mansfield, 5 August 2011.
Ms Majella Ballard, Regional Manager, Phalanx Consulting Group, Public Hearing, Mildura, 20 July
2011; Mr Anthony Chapman, Seeds Manager, Wimmera Grain Company, Public Hearing,
Horsham, 23 August 2011; Mr Dean Miller, Chairman, North West Municipalities Association,
Public Hearing, Horsham, 23 August 2011; Ms Ellen Grinter, Secretary, Victorian Young Farmers,
Public Hearing, Shepparton, 3 November 2011; Association of Neighbourhood Houses and
Learning Centres, Submission, Number 69, 28 September 2011; Hollonds J, ‘Human resource
needs for the Australian agricultural industry’, Literature Review, 2011.
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incentive to be there. Possibly one of the reasons I left our family farm and
now live in Mildura is that our little community was on its knees…10
12.13 It was suggested that in some parts of Victoria growth in the dairy industry is
being restricted by the declining population of some small towns.11 However,
the picture is further complicated by the fact that in other parts of the state,
some small towns are being kept alive by their close proximity to larger towns.
Ms Sarah Parker said: “For example, you could live anywhere between
Shepparton, Kyabram and Echuca and have access to most resources that you
need.”12
12.14 In its submission, the Dairy Industry People Development Council also notes
what it calls the ‘interdependent relationship’ between population size and a
well‐serviced community.13 (Services are discussed further below.) The
Committee also heard about dairy farms in Sweden where young farmers live
communally in good accommodation and are paid well. Equally important,
though, is the farms’ location close to a large town with good social
opportunities and services. It was suggested that the compact nature of
Victoria means it has an advantage in being able to develop a network of
vibrant rural towns.14
12.15 In Shepparton, both Ms Parker15 and Ms Pat Moran16 agreed with Cr Belle in
arguing that only strong small communities that provide good amenities and a
social life are able to attract young people to work in them. Others went
further to argue that agriculture in fact forms the very foundation of social and
economic life in rural areas. This was supported by Mr Kevin Sutton, who added
a comment on the large number of industries that depend on farming for their
existence. It was felt that without a strong farming sector, the fabric of rural
Victoria is under threat:
The industries that feed off agriculture should not be underestimated
either. There are the welding industries and there is the stockfeed industry.
There are literally dozens of different businesses that are built on
farming…There is room for the community to develop — not just the farms
themselves but an integrated community, I will put it that way.17
12.16 In Bendigo, Ms Kerry Anderson, Projects Manager, Loddon Murray Community
Leadership Program said that small towns remain vibrant when young people
10

11

12
13
14
15

16

17

Ms Jennifer Grigg, Director Business Development, Sunraysia Institute of TAFE, Public Hearing,
Mildura, 20 July 2011.
Ms Sarah Parker, Chief Executive Officer, Murray Dairy, Public Hearing, Shepparton, 3 November
2011; Gardiner Foundation, Submission, Number 22, 5 August 2011.
Ibid.
Dairy Industry People Development Council, Submission, Number 24, 5 August 2011.
Ms Alana Johnson, Farmer, Benalla, Workshop, Melbourne 15 August 2011.
Ms Sarah Parker, Chief Executive Officer, Murray Dairy, Public Hearing, Shepparton, 3 November
2011.
Ms Patricia Moran, National Advisor and Secretary, National Council of Women of Victoria,
Goulburn Valley Branch, Public Hearing, Shepparton, 3 November 2011.
Mr Kevin Sutton, Member, Campaspe Concerned Citizens, Public Hearing, Shepparton, 3
November 2011.
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are encouraged to have an entrepreneurial spirit. She argued that this
entrepreneurial spirit allows young people to identify and invest in
opportunities that keep them linked to their home towns. Ms Anderson
recommended the establishment of a Centre for Rural Entrepreneurship.18
12.17 However, even in Mansfield, Ms Jill Briggs sounded a note of caution when she
said that rural families can only hope that young people will return to their
home towns after periods away studying or travelling. (Indeed, her own son
was working on a farm in Queensland at the time.) While happy for young
people to enjoy other experiences and broaden their skill base elsewhere, Ms
Briggs argued that communities need to make sure that young people have
good reasons to return to their towns, such as a vibrant lifestyle and strong
career options:
Mr HOWARD — Mind you, one of the other things the Committee has
found is that in a lot of areas the young successful farmers — and there are
a number out there — have been away from their farming community for a
number of years, and they have gained experience and got that stuff out of
their system of, ‘Maybe I want to see the world; I want something bigger
than my community’. Then they have come back to a stage where they
think, ‘I can actually adapt that back into my community’.
Ms BRIGGS — Yes. I do not doubt that, and there is a hope that that is
what would happen. But there is no action to say how do we fast‐track that
so that the kids see that there is a purpose…19
12.18 The issue of young people returning to rural Victoria is discussed further below.

Services
“You need the young families to come in and to justify new schools and
hospitals.” Ms Carlie Harrington, Ballarat.
12.19 The Committee understands the ways in which small agricultural communities
are under threat from a changing industry. As discussed in Chapter 9, the
dramatic restructuring that has occurred in agriculture in recent history has
been multiplied by an increasing reliance on technology. One result of this
teaming of forces is a decline in the overall number of jobs available in the
sector.
12.20 This shift naturally leads to a corresponding decline in population and available
services, a well‐documented downward spiral which is felt strongest in small
towns. This is reflected in comments such as that of Mr Kent Wooding, who
told the Committee that agscience students generally want to live in bigger

18

19

Ms Kerry Anderson, Projects Manager, Loddon Murray Community Leadership Program Inc, Public
Hearing, Bendigo, 23 June 2011.
Ms Jill Briggs, Managing Director, Rural Training Initiatives, Public Hearing, Mansfield, 5 August
2011.
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towns such as Mildura and Swan Hill.20 There is also the trend of young farmers
in cropping and grazing areas choosing to live in the closest town to their farm
and travel to work.21
12.21 Barr argues that this trend is also driven by the need for partners to work (off‐
farm income is discussed in Chapter 4) and be satisfied in the relationship. He
adds that with dual‐income families becoming the norm for most Australian
middle‐class families, relationship failure can be considered a threat equal to
that of economies of scale. This is because divorce often results in farms being
sold and split up.22
12.22 Ms Jenny Dawson, Chair, Loddon Mallee RDA, argued that when it comes to
attracting people to a region, liveability or quality of life factors are more
important than employment options:
Advisers tell us that when people are making choices about where they
want to live they think about the liveability of a town and a region first and
access to jobs second. I think there has been a debate about is it jobs first
or regions first? But that is the way the advisers are currently telling us that
people think when they make moving decisions. That is clearly evident
when you think about the mining regions where jobs alone are really not
sufficient to attract people and families into mining regions. When we are
trying to attract and retain families it is critical that liveability is perceived
with critical importance.23
12.23 In its submission, the Central Highlands Agribusiness Forum states that
liveability in a region is determined by:






Profitable businesses
Good health and education facilities
Good recreational facilities
Access to larger regional centres when needed
Good telecommunications.24

12.24 To this list can be added access to childcare facilities, which are particularly
important for parents who want to return to work, especially off‐farm
employment.25
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Mr Kent Wooding, Manager, AGRIvision Consultants, Public Hearing, Swan Hill, 21 July 2011.
Whittlesea Branch, Victorian Farmers Federation, Submission, Number 16, 4 August 2011.
Barr N, The House on the Hill: The transformation of Australia’s farming communities, Halstead,
Sydney 2009.
Ms Jennifer Dawson, Chair, Loddon Mallee Regional Development Australia Committee, Public
Hearing, Bendigo, 23 June 2011.
Central Highlands Agribusiness Forum, Submission, Number 20, 5 August 2011. The issue of
liveability was discussed at length in the previous Rural and Regional Committee’s Reports
Regional Centres of the Future and The Extent and Nature of Disadvantage and Inequity in Rural
and Regional Victoria. See: www.parliament.vic.gov.au/rrc.
Victorian Farmers’ Market Association Inc, Submission, Number 35, 5 August 2011; Young
Agribusiness Professionals, Victorian Farmers Federation, Submission, Number 39, 5 August 2011.
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12.25 The Victorian Government calls these liveability factors, especially health and
education services, ‘…a major consideration for young people considering a
career in farming…[and]…a key component of fostering strong regional
communities’.26 This is particularly the case for young people who intend to
start a family.27
12.26 This argument was supported by witnesses stating clearly that declining
services in rural and regional areas makes it hard for farmers to recruit staff.28
Mr Ross Skinner, Chief Executive Officer of the Almond Board of Australia,
described the difficulty in attracting skilled young farmers to work on remote
almond farms, even with almonds currently offering good financial returns.
This is further driving the increase in mechanisation:
They can get enough arms and legs out there, but a lot of the labour is not
highly skilled and it is not of a level that they can trust with this equipment,
running it on a 24‐hour basis. What they are finding is that they are having
to put a lot more money into capital equipment that they would rather see
operating 24 hours a day, but they are only being able to operate it 12
hours or whatever. So they are having to more or less double the
equipment they have on properties.29
12.27 Mr Chapman spoke of his experience in Rupanyup, in particular of the good
kindergarten in the town as well as the highly valued local doctor. However, he
also said that the doctor is about to retire and the town is concerned that he
won’t be replaced. According to Mr Chapman, the state government needs to
ensure these sorts of services are provided. He argued that any difficulty
farming businesses in the Wimmera may have attracting and retaining young
people is a reflection of a wider problem attracting people to the region,
saying: “…there’s no spare people just lying around to do the work. I think from
a labour point of view that’s the big one.”30
12.28 The Committee also heard that reduced services affects the workplace in the
form of: fewer education opportunities; isolation; long work hours; increase in
workplace injuries, accidents and deaths; and poorer health outcomes.31

26
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Victorian Government, Submission, Number 70, 31 October 2011.
The Hon Peter Walsh MP, Minister for Agriculture and Food Security, Minister for Water, Public
Hearing, Melbourne, 5 December 2011; Gray I, ‘What are the factors affecting the ability of
agriculture to attract and retain young people? A review of the research literature prepared for
the Department of Primary Industries, Victoria’, September 2011; Hollonds J, ‘Human resource
needs for the Australian agricultural industry’, Literature Review, 2011; AgriFood Skills Australia,
2011 Environmental Scan of the Agrifood Industry: Australia’s regions, Australia’s future, AgriFood
Skills Australia, Canberra 2011.
Mr Ted Gretgrix, Executive Officer, North Central Rural Financial Counselling Service, Public
Hearing, Bendigo, 23 June 2011.
Mr Ross Skinner, Chief Executive Officer, Almond Board of Australia, Public Hearing, Mildura, 20
July 2011.
Mr Anthony Chapman, Seeds Manager, Wimmera Grain Company, Public Hearing, Horsham, 23
August 2011.
National Centre for Farmer Health, Submission, Number 43, 8 August 2011.
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Recommendation 38
That the state government work with rural communities and other levels of
government to support the development of appropriate infrastructure and services.

Accommodation
12.29 In Birchip, Mr David Chamberlin told the Committee of the difference between
what he labelled the ‘perceptions’ and the ‘reality’ of life in rural Victoria.
12.30 Under ‘perceptions’ Mr Chamberlin listed:




Limited lifestyle options
An existence that only suits farming families
Poor job opportunities.

12.31 For Mr Chamberlin the ‘reality’ includes:




Good lifestyle with a reasonable cost of living
Strong social life (sporting / social clubs)
Reasonable services and facilities.32

12.32 The exception to the final point, according to Mr Chamberlin, is housing. In
fact, Mr Chamberlin argued that the lack of accommodation in the Birchip area
is actually impeding the ability of the Birchip Cropping Group to attract and
retain young agscience graduates to the workforce, especially those with
families. In Bendigo, Ms Alexandra Gartmann said she had experienced the
same problem when working at Birchip Cropping Group.33
12.33 Mr Chapman told the Committee that one of the reasons the Wimmera Grain
Company is having trouble attracting skilled people to the area is the lack of
suitable housing. According to Mr Chapman, the local community is aware of
this problem and is trying to identify spare housing in the region:
You have runs of six or so houses on the market and then there will be
nothing on the market and nothing to rent. So if you have people coming in
quite often there's not a lot of housing for them to move into. That's
something that the community, the consultative committee in Rupanyup,
have been working on to somehow try to get spare accommodation. They
have just set up a community board saying anyone with farmhouses
they're not using, put it on the board so that if anyone moves into the area
they can at least find a farming house. It may not be ideal, but trying to
find accommodation for people is really hard.34
32

33

34

Mr David Chamberlin, Chief Executive Officer, Birchip Cropping Group, Workshop, Birchip, 19 July
2011.
Ms Alexandra Gartmann, Chief Executive Officer, Foundation for Rural and Regional Renewal,
Public Hearing, Bendigo, 23 June 2011.
Mr Anthony Chapman, Seeds Manager, Wimmera Grain Company, Public Hearing, Horsham, 23
August 2011.
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12.34 The Rural Industries Research and Development Corporation states that the
problem with housing across the whole of rural Australia is threefold:
availability for rent and purchase; quality; and cost.35
12.35 Similarly, farmers can find it difficult to provide suitable on‐farm
accommodation.36 The Committee notes that accommodation is frequently an
important component of a farm worker’s salary package (as discussed in
Chapter 6). However, in its submission to this Inquiry, the Victorian
Government notes a trend away from on‐farm housing, making the need for
housing in regional towns even greater.37
12.36 The Skillinvest Group suggests the state government investigate ways in which
investors could be attracted to build more housing in rural areas, through
‘…incentives or a rent buyback plan from the occupant or even housing that is
modern design that could be relocated if the rural business faltered for some
reason’.38
12.37 Mr Skinner couched his discussion of accommodation in rural Victoria in terms
of isolation:
Some of the more progressive organisations have tried to identify the
problems behind the lack of availability of skilled workers. One of the
things they are putting it down to is a lack of accommodation near the
properties — the fact that people have to travel from the population
centres to the farms. So they are trying to do two things: they are trying to
improve the accommodation available for their management, probably on‐
farm; for the seasonal‐type workers they are trying to work in with caravan
parks around where they are operating. They are also looking at putting on
transportation to bring people from the population centres to the
properties. Again, it goes back to the fact that they have developed
properties that are isolated from the traditional pump districts.39
12.38 Accommodation and isolation on properties in western Victoria was also
considered by the Committee. It was suggested that it is hard to attract and
retain young people on properties in this part of the state, with Ms Georgina
Gubbins telling the Committee of the difficulty she has experienced filling
positions on her Heywood property.40 Mr Wayne Robertson added that even
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Rural Industries Research and Development Corporation, Australia’s Rural Workforce: An analysis
of labour shortages in rural Australia, Rural Industries Research and Development Corporation,
Canberra 2009.
Mr Nick Sher, Owner, Sher Wagyu, Site Visit, Ballan, 24 August 2011; Mr Ken Jones, Director,
Murray Goulburn Dairy Co‐operative, Public Hearing, Beechworth, 4 August 2011; Ms Joanne
Theodore, Sharefarmer, Princetown, Public Hearing, Timboon, 18 October 2011; Buloke Shire
Council, Submission, Number 65, 16 September 2011.
Victorian Government, Submission, Number 70, 31 October 2011.
Skillinvest Group, Submission, Number 13, 4 August 2011.
Mr Ross Skinner, Chief Executive Officer, Almond Board of Australia, Public Hearing, Mildura, 20
July 2011.
Ms Georgina Gubbins, Managing Director, Maneroo Partnership, Public Hearing, Timboon, 18
October 2011.
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when accommodation is provided on‐farm, some parents may not want their
children to live by themselves in such isolated locations.41
12.39 Isolation is also linked to issues of young people being able to travel to work,
especially in rural areas that do not have public transport.42 In fact, it was
suggested that the In2Dairy program would have been more successful had it
not faced the twin hurdles of lack of accommodation and travel.43
12.40 In the Pembroke Rural submission, Ms Karen Baum explains how difficult
isolation can be for a young couple:
As my husband and I have developed our careers, we have relocated and
moved to many small rural communities. Where there has been little
opportunity for social interaction or family support services we have
always found it difficult to settle into our employment or community. This
includes opportunity to ‘get away’ from the business for a day, maybe
attend a discussion group, farmer forum or simply play sport and since the
birth of our son, where there has been a lack of occasional childcare,
playgroups or the like our decision to relocate to another community is
made easier. In some cases it is unfortunate, as the employment was
fantastic but if you are not happy in your personal life it does wear you
down.44
12.41 It may be, as is suggested by West Wimmera Shire Council, that isolation will be
alleviated in the future through advancing technology and travel options.45
(Broadband in rural Victoria is discussed below.) Or it may simply be the case
that Victoria develops a number of regional hubs in place of disparate small
towns. However, at the moment the problem of isolation remains for many
rural communities.

Leadership
12.42 In its submission to this Inquiry, East Gippsland Shire Council defines vibrant
small towns as those that meet the needs of their inhabitants socially,
economically and culturally. It also discusses research suggesting that strong
rural communities are well placed to respond to threats and opportunities.
However, this potential will only result in young people being engaged in the
farming sector through ‘…leadership, meaningful opportunities for engagement
and corresponding actions’.46

41
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Mr Wayne Robertson, Group Training Operations Manager, Westvic Staffing Solutions, Public
Hearing, Timboon, 18 October 2011.
Mr Mike Weise, Executive Officer, WestVic Dairy, Public Hearing, Timboon, 18 October 2011.
Ms Robyn Vale, Dairy Careers Coordinator, WestVic Dairy, Public Hearing, Timboon, 18 October
2011.
Pembroke Rural Dairy Industry Consultants, Submission, Number 34, 5 August 2011.
West Wimmera Shire Council, Submission, Number 8, 1 August 2011.
East Gippsland Shire Council, Submission, Number 23, 5 August 2011.
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12.43 Skillinvest Group draws a line from increased farm size and fewer farmers,
through to declining populations and services, arguing that: ‘…this has taken
many good leaders out of these communities…’.47
12.44 The Victorian Farmers Federation places the responsibility for leadership
squarely at the feet of rural communities themselves:
The challenge for today’s rural communities is to source, cultivate and
support the development of leaders – people who will be able to engage
and stimulate others to become involved in local community activities,
build relationships that will sustain through community crisis and
demonstrate innovation in developing and growing local businesses and
industry.
Within rural communities there is a wealth of unharnessed expertise,
untapped potential to develop a greater skills base and grow leadership
capacity. Rural communities through the engagement of their ‘people’
cohort can substantially increase community liveability and assist
commodity enterprises to grow.48
12.45 The Committee heard evidence that the closed nature of some rural
communities can prevent this cultivation and development of leaders. Rural
social networks must be welcoming for young professionals new to the
community, including service providers such as young doctors, nurses and
teachers, if they are to encourage these professionals to join with locals to
become leaders in rural communities. (Networking is discussed in Chapter 11.)
12.46 In its submission, RMIT University Hamilton makes reference to Richard
Florida’s theory about the link between diversity and innovation in
communities. It argues that developing new leaders can be difficult when the
number of young people is low, as older farmers have to maintain their
leadership roles much longer than is ideal. It also says that while farmers are
innovative and open to new ideas at an individual level ‘…farming communities
may be resistant to change, preferring traditional leadership models and
depending on known and accepted networks’. This can often act as a barrier to
newcomers ‘…critical to the reinvigoration of rural communities’.49
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Skillinvest Group, Submission, Number 13, 4 August 2011.
Victorian Farmers Federation, Submission, Number 27, 5 August 2011.
The Potter Rural Community Research Network, RMIT University, Submission, Number 33, 5
August 2011.
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Young people leave – young people return
“You can always go back.” Ms Emma Inglis, Timboon.
12.47 Young people leaving rural areas for the wider social and career opportunities
of city life is a worldwide phenomenon.50
12.48 As discussed in Chapter 1, farmers want their children to receive the best
possible education, even at the risk of young people leaving for regional
centres or cities and taking up careers outside of agriculture. This was best
explained to the Committee at the beginning of this Inquiry by Ms Gartmann:
There were very few farming families that would encourage their kids to
come straight back to the farm. Almost every family would say, ‘Go, work
elsewhere and develop skills and networks. Don’t come straight back to
the farm’. Over the last ten years, when we had some serious drought
conditions, many families were actively discouraging their children from
considering agriculture and farming as a career option. A ten‐year cycle of
conditions meant there was a psychology of, ‘This is pretty tough, and we
don’t think you should be putting yourself and your future family through
it’. But there was also acknowledgement that if you did choose to enter
farming or return to the farm, having a broad skill set and experience
outside, somewhere else away from the farm and the community, was
essential to you having a certain level of resilience and a certain level of
capability to meet the challenges that were bound to continue.51
12.49 Mr Jack Tucker expanded on this concept in Dunkeld:
I left school and I was encouraged to go and look at everything. It was
definitely not my parents who said, ‘You should be a farmer’ — far from it.
I travelled around Australia and worked and tried various things for two or
three years. When I was working in Western Australia on a big cropping
operation I started to see some of the technological advancements and
things that were going on there — we were primarily sheep at that point —
and I started to think, ‘We could be doing this at home; this is not that
different’. That was really my thinking behind it, and I came home and got
stuck into it.52
12.50 Evidence supporting this was received in every part of the state throughout this
Inquiry. Mr Mike Carroll told the Committee that his parents insisted he gain a
qualification in a field other than agriculture, in his case finance. This insistence
proved its worth when Mr Carroll’s desire to return to the family farm was
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Barr N, The House on the Hill: The transformation of Australia’s farming communities, Halstead,
Sydney 2009.
Ms Alexandra Gartmann, Chief Executive Officer, Foundation for Rural and Regional Renewal,
Public Hearing, Bendigo, 23 June 2011.
Mr Jack Tucker, Farmer, Maroona, Public Hearing, Dunkeld, 17 October 2011.
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thwarted by a crash in beef prices, leading him instead to pursue a successful
career in finance.53
12.51 Ms Gaye Tripodi pointed out that with the changing nature of the agriculture
sector and its increasingly professional nature many parents in rural Victoria
realise the benefits of an education that can only be gained in a large rural
centre or Melbourne:
The way horticulture has developed in this area in the past ten or 15 years
— it has gone from a family farm, maybe 20, 40, 50 acres to a lot of
corporate‐sized businesses around. You have to have some fairly highly
educated people on staff. I think the days of just quitting school at 15 and
going home on the family farm are well and truly finished. They need a
very good education, and degrees in marketing, or economics, accounting
or IT are all beneficial. We have a full‐time accountant, a full‐time diesel
mechanic, we have a marketing board with seven directors.54
12.52 A similar point was made by Ms Gulline, whose son wants to stay on the farm
but will be made to go to university “…to help him develop the skills that he will
be required to have to come and run a multimillion dollar enterprise”.55
12.53 Parents in regional Victoria are also keen for their children to gain experience
on other farms.56 As Ms Joanne Theodore said about her son: “He wakes up
and works really well for somebody else, rather than us going down the
hallway and waking him up.”57
12.54 Although communities acknowledge that young people need to leave to access
education or to gain more skills, the Committee notes concern that they are
not being replaced at the same rate, thereby exacerbating labour and skills
shortages. The challenge for rural communities is how to meet demand for
skills in key areas from a decreasing population and labour market.58
12.55 However, the Rural Industries Research and Development Corporation finds
that even though rural businesses employing young people may have staff
retention issues, it is generally not seen in a negative light. This, it is suggested,
is because most rural employers accept youth leaving as akin to a ‘right of
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Mr Michael Carroll, Director, Meat and Livestock Australia, Public Hearing, Melbourne, 24
October 2011.
Ms Gaye Tripodi, Partner, Murrawee Farms / Vice President, Victorian Farmers Federation
Horticulture Group, Public Hearing, Swan Hill, 21 July 2011.
Ms Robyn Gulline, Director of Finance and Information Technology, Gulline Farmers, Public
Hearing, Horsham, 23 August 2011.
Ms Jill Briggs, Managing Director, Rural Training Initiatives, Public Hearing, Mansfield, 5 August
2011.
Ms Joanne Theodore, Sharefarmer, Princetown, Public Hearing, Timboon, 18 October 2011.
East Gippsland Shire Council, Submission, Number 23, 5 August 2011; Gannawarra Shire Council,
Submission, Number 44, 8 August 2011.
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passage’.59 Indeed, as Geldens points out, young Australians have been leaving
rural communities since at least as far back as the early 20th Century.60
12.56 It should be remembered that not all young people in rural Victoria want to
move to Melbourne. Indeed, there are many who want to stay and work in the
area in which they grew up.61
12.57 The Committee also notes Gray’s point that ageing in rural communities
increases when rural young people move to urban areas for education or work
experience: ‘But neither prohibits return.’62
12.58 And wanting young people to return is common, as demonstrated by Mr Simon
Tickner, who himself returned to farming at the age of 30 after 13 years away
from the Wimmera:
The CHAIR — So Simon, you've got kids?
Mr TICKNER — Yes. Nine and seven.
The CHAIR — Would you encourage them to be farmers?
Mr TICKNER — Look, I would, but I would certainly encourage them to
have a broad look, the same as what I was encouraged. What I would
certainly do is do my best to equip them with the best education that I can,
and I think this is changing, but were they to choose to do the farm thing or
something around the agriculture business sector, I would encourage them
strongly to look at some business skills and some other industry skills
before they chose to come back on the farm.63
12.59 Some young people always know they will return. For example, Ms Kellie
Purvis:
Being the first Lovick to be a qualified beef producer is pretty funny! It
means that I, other people and my mates who have families who have
farms know that we can go away and do our studies but that we have the
opportunities back in our home town to show our studies off as managers,
grain people, feed experts and all that. We can bring that back to
Mansfield. Other people say, ‘Young people are going’. Yes, they are going,
but in six years time they are all coming back and bringing their partners or
families back, and that is how it is going to grow… There are actually quite
a few. Josh Cleerland has just come back now. He is a bit older than me but
59
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Rural Industries Research and Development Corporation, Australia’s Rural Workforce: An analysis
of labour shortages in rural Australia, Rural Industries Research and Development Corporation,
Canberra 2009.
Geldens P, ‘Out‐migration: young Victorians and the family farm’, People and Place, Vol 15, No 1,
2007.
Ms Sherin Halliday, Program Coordinator LandLearn, Public Hearing, Bendigo, 23 June 2011.
Gray I, ‘What are the factors affecting the ability of agriculture to attract and retain young
people? A review of the research literature prepared for the Department of Primary Industries,
Victoria’, September 2011.
Mr Simon Tickner, Board Member, Wimmera Development Association, Public Hearing, Horsham,
23 August 2011.
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we did the agricultural apprenticeship course thing. We went to Dookie a
couple of times a month for our assessments, written theories and that.
Rod Manning went away for a few years and has come back, and now he is
a consultant about grazing, how to manage your grasses and all that. There
are quite a few girls now who have come home and are in the horse
industry or farming with their own parents. They are now having kids too,
but they are still doing the farm thing and still have that expertise.64
12.60 In Beechworth, Mr Doug James told the Committee about his son’s desire to
return to the family farm:
My son did an apprenticeship as an electrician, which I encouraged too. He
finished that and then he decided he would do some travelling and
working. He had an incredible experience for a couple of years working
overseas in the Middle East and America. But the last thing he said when
he left to get on the plane to leave us was, ‘Don’t sell the farm, Dad,
because I will be back one day’. So I guess that was a very important
sentence for me to hear, because whilst I love the farming and continue
the passion, it was comforting to think that even though he was going off
to do other things, it was what he wanted to return to.65
12.61 Ms Caitlin Scholfield told the Committee that most of the AgNext members
currently living in Melbourne plan to return to their farm or at least rural
centre.66
12.62 For others, such as Ms Jennifer Grinter, it is a surprise:
I miss the farm terribly. I am the first to admit that when I left high school I
was a bit like, ‘Oh, good, go out and see the world’, and that sort of thing. I
got up to Albury, which is admittedly only two hours up the road, and
went, ‘I want to go home’.67
12.63 Mr Scott Dimond left Mollongghip for Melbourne and a career in banking, also
“… to see what else the world had to offer”. Yet, after completing a Bachelor of
Agricultural Science and Commerce in Melbourne and working with the
National Bank of Australia in agribusiness for seven years, Mr Dimond returned
to his family farm – albeit following several prompts from his father:
“Eventually I decided I would return as I thought there was a future there.”68
12.64 The Committee also spoke with several witnesses who returned to the family
farm for reasons of family illness.69
12.65 It was suggested that young people are more likely to return to the family farm
in their 30s, once they have earned some money and are feeling financially
64
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Ms Kellie Purvis, Horse and Cattle Farmer, Lovicks, Public Hearing, Mansfield, 5 August 2011.
Mr Doug James, Farmer, Bungeet, Public Hearing, Beechworth, 4 August 2011.
Ms Caitlin Scholfield, Coordinator, AgNext, Public Hearing, Melbourne, 24 October 2011.
Ms Jennifer Grinter, Member, Victorian Young Farmers, Public Hearing, Shepparton, 3 November
2011.
Mr Scott Dimond, Cattle and Potato Farmer, Mollongghip, Public Hearing, Ballart, 24 August 2011.
Mr Michael Young, Manager, Young Farms, Public Hearing, Swan Hill, 21 July 2011; Ms Narelle
Forrest, Farmer, Rosstulla Holdings, Public Hearing, Beechworth, 4 August 2011.
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secure and ready to start a family.70 The Rural Industries Research and
Development Corporation recommends regionally based promotional
campaigns advertising the ‘…unique, healthy and family friendly lifestyles
available in rural areas’.71
12.66 Discussing the idea of encouraging rural young people to return to their home
towns after working in the mines, Ms Parker argued that the farming sector
should not worry about trying to compete with the wages offered by the
mining sector. Instead it should welcome young people developing their skills
in the mines, before returning when they are more skilled as workers and ready
to start a family:
For the younger ones who are not settled and do not have any ties to the
regions such as assets like a house or a young family, the attraction of the
mining industry is quite high…But if we could bring some of them back
after they have increased their equity and worked in the mining industry
for five years, it would be of benefit to our region and our farming industry.
So I suggest we let them leave and then bring them back. I see that as an
advantage because then they are more settled when they return as well.72
12.67 Ms Kerry Anderson also argued that when young people retain ties with their
rural community, communities encourage them to leave, confident in the
knowledge that there is something for them to return to later in life:
It is important for young people to be supported to go and study, travel
and follow their particular interests. The key is to keep them engaged with
their local communities and to ensure that the communities have those
mechanisms in place. It may be through the website, through e‐news and
through planting those seeds before they leave…We need to send them
away with really strong ties to the local community and the idea that, ‘Hey,
I could come back and do something here. I might go and travel and study,
do all those things’. Yes, if you want to do that, by all means go. I am not a
believer in forcing people to stay. In fact, I would do the reverse: I would
encourage them to go with positive ties to their local community.73
12.68 A similar point was made in Horsham by Ms Jo Bourke; that is, young people
should be encouraged to leave, while also being provided with the motivation,
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Mr Glenn Stewart, Executive Officer, Murray Mallee Local Learning and Employment Network,
Public Hearing, Swan Hill, 21 July 2011; Mr Adrian Weston, Member, Campaspe Concerned
Citizens, Public Hearing, Shepparton, 3 November 2011; The Hon Peter Walsh MP, Minister for
Agriculture and Food Security, Minister for Water, Public Hearing, Melbourne, 5 December 2011;
Victorian Government, Submission, Number 70, 31 October 2011.
Rural Industries Research and Development Corporation, Australia’s Rural Workforce: An analysis
of labour shortages in rural Australia, Rural Industries Research and Development Corporation,
Canberra 2009.
Ms Sarah Parker, Chief Executive Officer, Murray Dairy, Public Hearing, Shepparton, 3 November
2011.
Ms Kerry Anderson, Projects Manager, Loddon Murray Community Leadership Program Inc, Public
Hearing, Bendigo, 23 June 2011.
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opportunity and, more importantly, reasons to return home when they are
ready.74
12.69 This echoes the discussion above on young people maintaining ties with their
communities and, in fact, has been a topic of discussion for this Committee
during a previous Inquiry:
I think the view that we should keep all our young people in regional
Australia is not as clear‐cut as a lot of people would say. I think there is a
lot of value in young people leaving but having incentives to come back,
and we talk about people coming back 20, 30 or 40 years later. The
experience I have got is a lot of people come back sometimes straight after
university if the job and opportunities are there. Some will come back
when they are quite ready to settle down, which is when they have got
children and they value the lifestyle of rural and regional areas. But I think
they come back with sort of a richness of the experience they have gained
from being away. I think in some ways it would be unfortunate if you did
not have people coming and going. I think rural areas are better off for
people leaving and coming back and new people coming into them.75
12.70 Ms Gartmann discussed the role networks play in attracting young people back
to rural areas (networks are discussed in Chapter 11):
If there was a culture of people saying, ‘I’m returning to the farm. I’m
returning to the community’, that was a bit like a magnet. At Birchip itself
we had quite large numbers of peers returning to the community and to
the farms around that area in waves. I think that reflects the fact that
people need the social networks, regardless of what the professional
opportunity is.76
12.71 It was felt that the Victorian Young Farmers group can also play a role in
encouraging rural young people to return home after a period away, by
overcoming the challenges faced by isolated communities. Ms Ellen Grinter
revealed that although she is about to start a position at Landmark in Bendigo,
she does plan to return eventually to live in either Shepparton or Echuca.77
12.72 However, there are several impediments to young people returning, such as
the lack of services and housing discussed above.
12.73 A key finding of the Committee is that many people do not make a serious
career commitment until they are in their 30s, at a time which often coincides
with starting a family and wanting to enjoy a rural lifestyle.
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Ms Jo Bourke, Executive Director and Board Member, Wimmera Development Association, Public
Hearing, Horsham, 23 August 2011.
O’Brien D, Transcript from Rural and Regional Services and Development Committee, Inquiry into
Retaining Young People in Rural Towns and Communities, Alexandra, 12 April 2006.
Ms Alexandra Gartmann, Chief Executive Officer, Foundation for Rural and Regional Renewal,
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Broadband
12.74 As discussed, some rural communities are well placed to promote a superior
quality of life for young families, including with regard to social and
entrepreneurial opportunities. Witnesses stressed the rich potential of the
National Broadband Network, to further reduce isolation and improve business
opportunities through better broadband connections.
12.75 Speaking about her previous role at Birchip Cropping Group, Ms Gartmann said:
We offered people work‐from‐home opportunities in that role, and for
some people it worked, but it limited the jobs they could do because we
had a lot of two way internet satellite systems, and therefore in terms of
some of the online work from our server or working on our web‐based
programs, the speeds and the drop‐out periods with satellite systems were
quite challenging, so it did limit the types of roles we could offer them in
terms of working from home.78
12.76 Broadband is seen as important for many reasons, including:





General quality of life79
Education and skills development80
Business opportunities81
Rural and regional health.82

12.77 AgriFood Skills Australia says that the National Broadband Network ‘…could
hold significant benefits for people working and learning in rural and remote
Australia on a day to day basis’.83 Examples of this include facilitating better
communication between small businesses and their customers and remote
monitoring of crops.
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Ms Alexandra Gartmann, Chief Executive Officer, Foundation for Rural and Regional Renewal,
Public Hearing, Bendigo, 23 June 2011.
The Potter Rural Community Research Network, RMIT University, Submission, Number 33, 5
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Community Research Network, RMIT University, Submission, Number 33, 5 August 2011.
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Victorian Government, Melbourne 2010.
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A whole of economy approach
Key Messages
 Attracting and retaining young people to the farming sector will require a whole of
economy approach.
 There is a need for long‐term strategic thinking and support.
 Research and development is crucial to development of innovative approaches.
 Industry has to be proactive in providing advice and fostering relationships with
the education sector.
 Greater agricultural productivity will be achieved through greater collaboration in
a whole of economy approach.
 Top performing farmers are often young farmers.
 There are challenges for the public sector when working with a multifaceted
farming sector.
 Profitability and productivity are intrinsically linked.
 Agriculture has led other sectors with productivity increases, but productivity
growth has eased in recent years.
 Productivity across the farming sector can be improved by learning from the top
performers.
 Workforce programs are most successful when they are region specific and funded
for the long term.
 There are a variety of views as to the best way for government to support the
farming sector.
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Introduction
13.1

The Committee took the approach of addressing what the state government
could contribute to the farming sector’s ability to attract and retain young
people to agriculture – and what industry could do. These are not two separate
issues. The answers to the problem are to be found in government and industry
working in partnership.

13.2

A report on Australian commodities produced for the ANZ Insight series
contains a general discussion on productivity and economic growth which
concludes that a whole of economy response is required:
Governments (State, Federal and even Local) to support the rapid growth
of economic capacity – labour, finance, technology and productivity – use
of land for development (mining or agricultural) and supporting policies in
other areas (e.g. fiscal and monetary policy).
Businesses that are willing to work with government to define exactly what
is needed, and are able to develop the organisational capacity to deliver
growth (including skills, processes, systems and so on).
Communities aligned with the overall objective of rapid growth in
commodity export capacity and all that entails (including land
development, use of natural resources such as water, increasing
workforce, accelerated use of new technologies).1

1

2

13.3

The analysis concludes: ‘It is overly simplistic to say that the market will, on its
own, build the capacity to enable growth.’2

13.4

It became apparent for the Rural and Regional Committee early on in this
Inquiry that government has an important part to play in the farming sector, in
particular in supporting and encouraging young people who wish to work in
agriculture.

13.5

Industry, on the other hand, is instrumental in ensuring the health and
development of the agricultural sector. The focus of industry is of course on
productivity and profitability in agriculture. Industry must send a message to
young people and the community at large that opportunities are available in
agriculture for well‐remunerated work. Farms need to be profitable in order to
send this message.

13.6

Although that focus is of primary importance to government and to the sector,
the Committee believes that industry has a greater role in encouraging,
supporting and developing the agricultural workforce. That message for
industry is throughout this Report.

13.7

This Chapter focuses specifically on a number of areas where industry has a
stronger role to play: through the establishment of partnerships with

Port Jackson Partners, Earth, Fire, Wind and Water: Economic opportunities and the Australian
commodities cycle, ANZ Insight Issue 1, August 2001.
Ibid.
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government and the education and training sector; through passing on of best
practice; and through more effective engagement with local communities. It is
clear that, at the moment, some industry sectors engage with these concerns
better than others.

Messages to industry
 There is a need for long‐term strategic thinking and support.
 Research and development is crucial to development of innovative approaches.
 Industry has to be proactive in providing advice and fostering relationships with
the education sector.
 Greater agricultural productivity will be achieved through greater collaboration in
a whole of economy approach.
 Top performing farmers are often young farmers.

Strategic partnerships in a diverse sector
13.8

Agriculture is one of the more diverse and multifaceted sectors in the
economy. Our expectation is often that farmers will all have many things in
common with each other. Broadacre farmers, horticulturalists and dairy
farmers may indeed face common farming‐related issues. However, there are
also many elements of their work and approach and the challenges that they
face that have little in common.

13.9

Mr Glenn Stewart, the Executive Officer of the Murray Mallee Local Learning
and Employment Network, described the difficulty he experiences working with
the farming sector. This is for two reasons: firstly, agriculture is, in fact, a
“broad spectrum of different sectors”, not one homogenous sector; and
secondly, even where you have industry bodies such as the Victorian Farmers
Federation, Birchip Cropping Group or Summer Fruits, not all farmers wish to
be part of these bodies.3

13.10 A similar point was made in Nambrok by Mr Michael Murphy, the Chief
Executive Officer of the Baw Baw Latrobe Local Learning and Employment
Network. Mr Murphy said that it is hard for training providers to form
partnerships with the farming sector because it is made up of “…a very large
number of smaller diverse individual businesses, medium‐sized businesses and
some larger peak bodies”. As mentioned in Chapter 9, developing a partnership
with the energy sector in Gippsland, however, was made easy by that sector
being comprised of only a few large employers.4
13.11 Also in Nambrok, Mr John Craven, Agribusiness Manager at Gippsland Water,
told the Committee that consolidation of agriculture’s governing bodies would
3

4

Mr Glenn Stewart, Executive Officer, Murray Mallee Local Learning and Employment Network,
Public Hearing, Swan Hill, 21 July 2011.
Mr Michael Murphy, Chief Executive Officer, Baw Baw LaTrobe Local Learning and Employment
Network, Public Hearing, Nambrok, 20 September 2011.
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lead to a more unified approach to attracting and retaining young people.5 Ms
Kate Heeps from the Royal Agricultural Society of Victoria made a similar point,
arguing that while there is much good work being done in this field it is
undermined by being too fragmented. Ms Heeps added that the state
government should consider playing some sort of coordinating role with the
different farming bodies.6
13.12 Specifically of the grains industry it was said:
There appears to be little coordination between producers, contractors
and the post‐farm sector in workforce development…A number of
organisations play a role but there appears to be little if any strategic
thinking and coordination except through the Grains Industry Training
Network.7
13.13 Primary Skills Victoria says it is the responsibility of government to support
training providers in dealing with a fragmented sector.8 However, when
speaking to the Committee in Melbourne, Mr Greg Hallihan, Primary Skills
Victoria’s Executive Officer, stressed that the impetus must come from
industry, with government providing support. Mr Hallihan’s view was that the
state government has erred in the past by attempting to solve the problems
around attracting and retaining young people without partnering with
industry.9

Top performing farmers
13.14 The Committee learnt that farming can be viewed as a spectrum, from
innovative farmers who constantly associate themselves with other innovators,
through to those who follow the top performers, down to farmers who are
content farming as they always have. According to Professor Sue Kilpatrick:
“One of the ways in which you can quite easily improve farming is designing
supports and systems that help a wider range of farmers implement what we
already know works.”10
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Mr John Craven, Agribusiness Manager, Gippsland Water, Public Hearing, Nambrok, 20
September 2011.
Ms Kate Heeps, Manager of Research and Rural Engagement, Royal Agricultural Society of
Victoria, Public Hearing, Melbourne, 24 October 2011.
SED Consulting, Workforce Development Plan for the Victorian Grains and Dairy Industries,
Victorian Government, Melbourne 2010. This report also refers to Evesson et al’s Choosing a
Sustainable Future: Workforce development in Victorian primary industries, a report for Skills
Australia, which recommends the establishment of a body to implement a coordinated workforce
development strategy across all Victorian primary industries. SED Consulting calls this a
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different issues faced by the various industries’.
Primary Skills Victoria, Submission, Number 11, 4 August 2011.
Mr Greg Hallihan, Executive Officer, Primary Skills Victoria, Public Hearing, Melbourne, 10
October 2011.
Professor Sue Kilpatrick, Research Professor of Regional Communities, Alfred Deakin Research
Institute, Deakin University, Public Hearing, Dunkeld, 17 October 2011.
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13.15 Mr Doug McGuire made a similar point about the range of performers, from
groundbreaking down to poor. Referring to the dairy industry, he agreed with
Professor Kilpatrick that agriculture needs to improve the way it transmits the
knowledge from the top performers down to the rest of the farming sector.11
13.16 Mr Andrew Broad discussed this by referring to what he labelled “information
exchange”, which he said was the key to increasing productivity and therefore
profitability. When asked if professional rivalry would prevent this information
exchange, Mr Broad said that it depends very much on the industry:
Mr KATOS—I come from a fishing background. Fishermen have a lot of
rivalry between them and they do not want to share what they are doing
right. Is that something that happens in agriculture? You have this
successful farmer and he does not want to share that because—
Mr BROAD—It depends on what you are doing. Certainly fisheries do not—
Mr KATOS—It is a bit different there, because obviously you are competing
in the same place.
Mr BROAD—Yes.
Mr KATOS—Obviously, another farmer cannot come onto your land and
farm on your land, but in fishing you can. So I can understand it a bit more
from the fisheries perspective.
Mr BROAD—It depends. What is Victoria's competitive advantage in
agriculture? If you start with that step and work backwards, you have to
say it is protein products, so dehydrated milk, beef and lamb. We do that
well, because we are well placed geographically for that. The next step is
starch products. Anything we can produce by large mechanisation, we have
a competitive advantage over the world because we don't have a lot of
labour. So grain—we do that well. In those areas we are predominantly
exporters and in those commodities farmers generally exchange
information.
We then go to horticulture and we have two markets. We have the east
coast of Australia market, or the domestic market. With 20 million people,
that is not a big market. Those guys do not want to share anything and
they do not generally work very well together. It is a small pool. Then you
have the export market—you know, trying‐to‐export horticulture market—
and there will be a bit more of an exchange of information there.12
13.17 Mr Broad makes the point that having an understanding of how industries
exchange information is an important step in being able to increase
productivity:

11
12

Mr Doug McGuire, Dairy Farmer, Public Hearing, Timboon, 18 October 2011.
Mr Andrew Broad, President, Victorian Farmers Federation, Public Hearing, Melbourne, 24
October 2011.
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If you understand that, you understand where you can play in the space of
information exchange. However, a better watering system is a better
watering system, and that is going to help horticulture producers. There
should not be any animosity with different ideas or a different trellising
system. Those things are generally picked up and shared. There is
information exchange in dairy, beef, lamb and grains. There is less in
horticulture, but if you are specific about where you target it, you will get
that information exchange.13
13.18 While government can support the dissemination of information, the
Committee concludes that industry has a major role to play in ensuring that the
paths of exchange for this information are clear and strong. Taking this concept
a step further, the Victorian Government submission discusses the concept of
‘high performing workplaces’. By this it is referring to workplaces that achieve
productivity gains through integrating employee development with the latest
innovations in technology and work processes.14
13.19 Mr Peter Schwarz from the Grains Research and Development Corporation said
that in his experience discussion on the ageing of the farming workforce needs
to keep in mind that the top producers are generally younger than the overall
average.15 Mr Nathan Goonan told the Committee that the average age of farm
managers at Warakirri Dairies is early to mid‐30s.16
13.20 In Nambrok, Mr Chris Shearer made the same point, adding that he considers
this to be the case for leading managers in all industries.17
13.21 The Victorian Government submission notes that younger farmers are more
likely to be found on the larger, leading farms that produce the biggest share of
Victoria’s agricultural output. The smallest, least productive farms are generally
dominated by older farmers, until they are bought by the bigger farms in order
to grow their size even further. According to the Victorian Government, this is
important because it means ‘…the part of the farm sector with a long‐term
future probably has a much younger age profile.’ 18
13.22 The Committee believes that this information should be instructive to all
sectors of agriculture – to leading industry groups who have a role in
encouraging young people into their sector and who should be advising the
education sector about what is required of them; to family farms who
equivocate about the need for formal succession plans but who should be
encouraging the involvement of the younger generation as early as possible;
and to government to support the innovation which young farmers will take
up.
13
14
15

16
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Ibid.
Victorian Government, Submission, Number 70, 31 October 2011.
Mr Peter Schwarz, Member Southern Region Panel, Grains Research and Development
Corporation, Public Hearing, Shepparton, 3 November 2011.
Mr Nathan Goonan, Chief Executive Officer, Warakirri Dairies, Public Hearing, Melbourne 12
September 2011.
Mr Chris Shearer, Treasurer, Agribusiness Gippsland, Public Hearing, Nambrok, 20 September
2011.
Victorian Government, Submission, Number 70, 31 October 2011.
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13.23 The importance of farm size and human resource management for young
people is discussed in Chapter 8.

Profitability and productivity
“I have to employ staff and it comes down to a simple thing – profitability.”
Mr Ross Svenson, Leongatha.
“I said initially that compared to my grandfather today we do not employ a
lot of staff. What would change that in the future is profitability.” Mr Mark
Ritchie, Mansfield.
‘Growing world population means there is huge opportunity in Australia for
growth in ‘soft commodities’ (primary produce). However, assuming the
amount of agricultural land and water is more or less fixed (with some
exceptions such as the availability of water in northern Australia), these
opportunities can only be gained through increases in productivity’. ANZ
Insight19
13.24 Opportunities for a variety of work and a well‐defined career path are not the
only ways of attracting young people to agriculture – good working conditions
and wages are equally important. Several witnesses made the point that the
sector as a whole needs to be profitable (or ‘viable’ and ‘sustainable’) if these
conditions and wages are to be available.20
13.25 Mr Chris Draffin added that although Victorian agriculture can be proud of
what it achieves and the contribution it makes to the local and national
economy, pride cannot help raise a family and pay bills:
Victoria is probably the place in the world to farm, and what we produce is
of world class standard, but at the end of the day being ideological and
touchy‐feely warm about it does not cut the mustard when people are
looking at having families and having some security around their futures.21
13.26 Mr Draffin is aware, though, that there is very little the state government can
do about declining terms of trade. A similar point was made by several other
witnesses.22 (Wages are discussed in Chapter 6.)
13.27 The Committee in fact heard much evidence about the profitability of
agriculture in Victoria. In Beechworth, Mr Patten Bridge from Murray Goulburn
Cooperative said that dairy was in a healthy state around the Alpine Valleys
19

20
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Port Jackson Partners, Earth, Fire, Wind and Water: Economic opportunities and the Australian
commodities cycle, ANZ Insight Issue 1, August 2001.
Mansfield Shire Council, Submission, Number 62, 7 September 2011.
Mr Chris Draffin, Student, School of Food, Land and Service Industries, University of Ballarat,
Public Hearing, Ballarat, 24 August 2011.
Ms Jennifer Grigg, Director Business Development, Sunraysia Institute of TAFE, Public Hearing,
Mildura, 20 July 2011; Mr Simon Tickner, Board Member, Wimmera Development Association,
Public Hearing, Horsham, 23 August 2011; Mr Ross Svenson, Beef and Sheep Farmer, Leongatha,
Public Hearing, Leongatha, 21 September 2011.
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region.23 And when asked if aquaculture is a profitable industry, Ms Jennifer
Savage replied: “It definitely is.”24
13.28 The owners of Templemore Farm argued that around Longerenong proof of
successful farming is seen in the fact that unviable farms are currently being
bought by viable farms. This is evidenced by the fact that land in the region
does not stay on the market for very long.25 Short sale times for farms was also
noted in the Ballarat region by Mr Mike Stephens.26
13.29 Indeed, the Victorian Farmers Federation says that on the whole agriculture is
profitable.27 While the Victorian Farmers Market Association says profitability
could be further improved by:




Improving accessibility and options for selling produce
Supporting demand for local produce
Applying the same regulations to imported produce as local produce.28

13.30 However, it is of course important here to note the ‘80/20’ concept of farm
profitability discussed earlier in this Report – that the majority of profits are
made by a small number of farmers.
13.31 Profitability was also discussed in terms of productivity. AgriFood Skills
Australia draws on Australian Bureau of Statistics data to show that agriculture,
forestry and fishing showed the biggest growth in productivity from 1998‐99 to
2008‐09, despite most of this period being in drought.29 Pratley ascribes this
growth to the amount of industry‐funded research and development done in
Australia: ‘It is clear…that without such research the Australian industry would
be in significant decline.’30
13.32 Davison argues that productivity is influenced by: ‘…seasonal changes,
infrastructure, education, communications, transport, farm size, improvements
in fertilisers, pesticides, new crop varieties and new livestock varieties’.31
Although all of these factors have played a role in Australian agriculture over
the past 100 years, she rates plant and animal genetics, feeding technologies,
and animal disease and health management as the most significant.
Underpinning the latter is research and development: ‘Research and
23
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Mr Patten Bridge, General Manager Sustainability, Murray Goulburn Dairy Co‐Operative, Public
Hearing, Beechworth, 4 August 2011.
Ms Jennifer Savage, Owner, Savage Fishing Pty Ltd, Public Hearing, Shepparton, 3 November
2011.
Templemore Farm, Site Visit, Murtoa, 23 August 2011.
Mr Mike Stephens, Managing Director, Mike Stephens and Associates, Public Hearing, Ballart, 24
August 2011.
Victorian Farmers Federation, Submission, Number 27, 5 August 2011.
Victorian Farmers’ Market Association Inc, Submission, Number 35, 5 August 2011.
AgriFood Skills Australia, 2011 Environmental Scan of the Agrifood industry: Australia’s regions,
Australia’s future, AgriFood Skills Australia, Canberra 2011.
Pratley J E, ‘Workforce planning in agriculture: agricultural education and capacity building at the
crossroads’, Farm Policy Journal, Vol 5, No 3, August Quarter 2008.
Davison S, ‘A career in agriculture – what does the future hold?, Farm Institute Insights, February
2011.
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development has been a consistent and significant source of productivity
growth, contributing to every step of the modernisation process.’32
13.33 The Committee believes that to remain globally competitive Australia must
continue to adapt new technologies and farming practices, as the developing
world can catch up simply by adopting current best practice. It is important to
note that there has been a slowdown in growth in productivity across the
economy, coinciding with a worldwide drop in agriculture research and
development investment.33 Australia would do well to rediscover its place as a
world leader in agriculture research and development. This can only be
achieved through cooperation between government, industry and rural
communities.
13.34 As an example, the Committee discussed achieving productivity gains in
Gippsland through improving dry matter utilisation. In its submission,
Wellington Shire Council says that dry matter utilisation in Gippsland irrigation
areas is between 8.5–9.5 tonnes per hectare.34 Mr Alex Arbuthnot added that
while good farmers may have been achieving those figures in the past,
nowadays expectations are much higher:
Production from the new rye‐grasses is quite outstanding, and many
farmers are now looking to supplement those by continuous cropping. The
production in kilograms per hectare and the need to underpin that
research to continue those kinds of production outputs is fundamental to
the growth of our industry.35
13.35 On a site visit in Gippsland to Andersons Dairy, Mr Ross Anderson told the
Committee the farm had been able to double its production over the past four
years since he joined the family business. This was achieved through a greater
understanding of the science underpinning animal feed and nutrition and
implementation of increasingly sophisticated processes.36
13.36 In Shepparton, the Committee heard about a program called Future Orchards
2012 which has seen productivity increase from 800–1,000 trees per hectare to
3,500–4,000 trees per hectare.37 Mr John Wilson said: “Those orchards that
have moved across there are highly productive and world competitive. Those
that have not are facing a difficult future.”38
13.37 The difficulty for government and other service providers is that advice on
productivity needs to be tailored specifically to individual farms and must
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Mr Jamie Penn, Chief Commodity Analyst, ABARES, Regional Outlook Conference, 30 June 2011.
Wellington Shire Council, Submission, Number 18, 5 August 2011.
Mr Alex Arbuthnot, Chairman, Agribusiness Gippsland, Public Hearing, Nambrok, 20 September
2011.
Mr Ross Anderson, Dairy Farmer, Andersons Dairy, Site Visit, Denison, 20 September 2011.
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match their aspirations and business models.39 Mr Mike Carroll from the Meat
and Livestock Association said that although best practice can be promoted,
nothing can be done to force farmers to adopt it. The approach of the Meat
and Livestock Association is to promote best practice through ensuring its
research and findings are as accessible as possible to its members.40
13.38 The Committee notes a comment made by Mr Carroll that the efficiency
improvements needed to increase productivity will also lead to a decrease in
the number of workers needed in the industry. This decrease is also driven by a
lack of profitability on farms, so that, as Mr Craig Thornton pointed out, when
profits are low the responsibility for several jobs can fall on the one person.
This in turn drives another increase in efficiency through increased use of
technology.41 (Technology and job numbers is discussed further in Chapter 9.)
13.39 Finally, AgriFood Skills Australia identifies a link between training in the farming
sector and productivity:
The practical delivery of research findings remains a well documented
weakness of the system both with respect to capacity and ‘speed to
market’ and undermines much of the world class work that it generates.
Evidence with minimum till practices demonstrates how it can take 30–40
years for embryonic research to make it to mainstream adoption. While
there are calls for a single, coordinating research strategy and a
Productivity Commission inquiry into investment levels, more can be
achieved simply by instilling a transformative business model which links
together Australia’s innovation system and the vocational education and
training sector…
Far greater recognition of who ultimately applies new knowledge and
practice generated by the research system remains a key to unlocking both
the speed and breadth of adoption. A new breed of para‐professional and
technician level job roles are emerging across agrifood, and quickly. These
job roles will be the focus of high level cadetships, and it is during their
training where a convergence with the innovation system needs to occur.
Bringing together trainers and researchers or even extension officers to
provide context, theory and application in one learning process will enable
students to spearhead dissemination and application on the ground both
during and after training. It is a notion that goes to the very heart of
building a sustainable model for innovation within industry and starts to
lay the formative linkages between innovation, skills and productivity.42
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Wilkinson R, Barr N and Hollier C, Segmenting Victoria’s Farmers, Department of Primary
Industries, Melbourne 2011.
Mr Michael Carroll, Director, Meat and Livestock Australia, Public Hearing, Melbourne, 24
October 2011.
Mr Craig Thornton, Senior Manager, Wingara Wine Group, Public Hearing, Mildura, 20 July 2011.
AgriFood Skills Australia, 2011 Environmental Scan of the Agrifood Industry: Australia’s regions,
Australia’s future, AgriFood Skills Australia, Canberra 2011.
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A regional focus
13.40 Evidence suggests that responses to the problem of how to attract and retain
young people to the farming sector need to be region specific. This is because
regions have their unique strengths and weaknesses.
13.41 The Rural Industries Research and Development Corporation reports on:
…the frequent lack of coordination of efforts at a regional scale,
particularly with regards education and training, and attraction and
retention strategies. In some cases, this lack of coordination resulted in
significant gaps, or duplication of efforts, competition within regions and
an overall decreased level of efficiency.43
13.42 The Rural Industries Research and Development Corporation recommends
setting up regional coordinating groups comprised of industry, business groups,
training providers and government agencies: ‘The objective of these groups
would be to ensure efficiency in localised efforts and minimise detrimental
competition between different businesses and industry sectors.’44
13.43 AgriFood Skills Australia argues that there is strength in a united farming
sector, including every industry and peak body, working in cooperation with all
three levels of government.45 And in 2009, a federal government working group
found that what is required is ‘…better communication across jurisdictions to
discuss and share information on workforce, skills and training issues’.46
13.44 Ms Pauline Brightling told the Committee about how developing the In2Dairy
program helped her understand that workforce issues need to be tackled by all
agricultural industries in each region.47 Dr Ruth Nettle expanded on the idea of
a joint industry–government partnership that tackles attraction and retention
through linking farms via a regional approach. One benefit of this would be to
offer young people the chance to experience different farm sizes and
methods.48
13.45 An SED Consulting report for Skills Victoria found that the dairy industry has a
well‐structured approach to workforce planning. However, ‘…there are clear
communications gaps between the industry and the Victorian Government
apparatus for skills and broader workforce development’. SED Consulting
argues that Victoria performs better than other states in Australia and may
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improve further with the Dairy Industry People Development Council (which
had yet to meet at the time the SED Consulting report was published).49
13.46 Another example of regional cooperation is the ‘Sharing Workers Locally’
program discussed in Chapter 10.

Strategic funding
13.47 On the subject of funding, the Committee heard evidence about what Professor
Kilpatrick called our “project‐based society”. In other words, government
funding for programs is intrinsically linked to short‐term electoral cycles,
making it hard to foster long‐term development:
Prof. KILPATRICK —What will often happen is that you get project officers
of various guises coming into your community, but the funding finishes and
they go off to another job. What you lose is a whole lot of networks and
skills. Attention is very rarely paid to embedding the outcomes of the
project into the rural community, and if there is an evaluation, it is usually
too soon after whatever it is finishes to really pick up on what is lost when
the project finishes…
The CHAIR — You say it often takes time. Can you explain a little bit about
the time you would need after it to see the effects of a program?
Prof. KILPATRICK — It depends a little bit. In agriculture there are seasonal
things, so if you are doing something that is supposed to make a difference
next season — not necessarily just output — then you need to wait for
more than a year, but with things around, say, retaining younger people in
communities, you might run something now, but you will not know
whether those people are going to stay after they finish school for a while
for a couple of years. The effect of a health program on health indicators
will take years to show as well, but there is a methodology of program logic
that can evaluate something at points along the way, so with a health
program you would expect more people to participate in exercise and then
further down the track there will be less diabetes and things. The time
does vary, but it is important to look back and see what has worked
because you are spending a lot of money on all these sorts of government
programs in rural communities, so to really know and to be able to look
back and say, ‘That has worked’, you need to build your evaluation in from
the start. There is no point in not having baseline data at the start. That
needs to be collected first, but then you need to go back and check. How
long you have to wait really depends on the nature of the program.50
13.48 In Canberra, Dr Sam Nelson from the National Farmers’ Federation argued that
workforce programs designed for the farming sector are also hindered by
49
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short‐term funding cycles, stating that industry and government “… need long‐
term commitment to a systemic problem”.51 Also in Canberra, Mr Niel Jacobsen
of AgriFood Skills Australia told the Committee about a program of providing
young people with direct exposure to agriculture at school through farm visits
that saw an increased demand for agriculture subjects. Despite the success of
this program it had only been funded as a pilot.52
13.49 Indeed, it is argued that short‐term funding – in both the public and private
sectors – means many good programs aimed at young people are ‘…cut short
just as they reach their prime…’.53
13.50 The private sector seems similarly afflicted by short‐term thinking. Mr John
McDougall, the Chairman of Southern Farming Systems, told the Committee
that the work of his organisation is heavily reliant on short‐term project
funding. In the case of Southern Farming Systems this affects its ability to
attract and retain staff, as the organisation is unable to offer secure long‐term
employment contracts:
We believe that one of our problems is lack of core funding. We are heavily
reliant on project funding, which means that we cannot honestly offer a
young graduate a career pathway, because if we have got a project that
lasts for three years, quite obviously at the end of that time we cannot say
that we guarantee we are going to be able to employ them for the future.
We cannot offer continuity.54
13.51 The Committee heard a similar point made about the problem of applying
short‐term funding to regional development programs55 and rural economies in
general.56 However, it should be noted that for individual farming businesses,
the drought made long‐term planning difficult because businesses were so
focussed on short‐term survival plans.57
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The contribution of government
‘The most important contribution which the Victorian Government can
make to attracting young people to farming is through helping to ensure
the long term productivity and profitability of Victorian farm businesses.
This will ensure farming will attract young people who can be confident it
will support a satisfying career and family life.’ Victorian Government
Submission
“…rather than necessarily government intervention in direct action around
the farm profitability issue, reducing red tape in the areas of planning to
allow businesses to diversify or modify for the modern world, and assisting
with the services that mean that a farm business can be profitable, were
the key areas that government is best positioned to assist with.” Ms
Alexandra Gartmann, Bendigo.
“…I think that is one of the real challenges that we face as a community
and at a parliamentary level — to recognise that there needs to be an
investment in capital within agriculture to provide sustainable communities
and sustainable farms. I do not know how it is going to be done at a
government level.” Mr Carl Fraser, Beechworth.
13.52 Perhaps the simplest statement of how many farmers feel came from Mr Mark
Nevill in Timboon, who told the Committee that farmers would like
governments simply to demonstrate more support for agriculture: “I would like
to see the government backing agriculture harder.”58
13.53 How this is actually done, however, is less clear. Any government faces many
challenges when working with the farm sector to ensure that it remains robust
while responding to other demands placed on government.

Government: an enabling role
13.54 Throughout this Inquiry, the Committee asked witnesses for their thoughts on
the role the state government should play in attracting and retaining young
farmers. The variety of answers received, including the amount of witnesses
who admitted they were unsure of what exactly the state government should
do, shows how difficult it is for government to know where it fits in this space.
13.55 Literature on the subject also reflects this uncertainty. For example, Gray refers
to research warning of government intervention in market forces, as well as
research arguing that there are ‘…substantial problems arising through
processes of change and that there are ways in which governments can
influence change for the better’.59
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13.56 AgriFood Skills Australia, hinting that the farming sector itself must carry the
heaviest load, states that governments should focus on developing what it calls
‘enabling policy’;60 that is, policy that helps agriculture be as productive and
profitable as possible. However, a federal government Report states that the
policies that have been developed by governments across Australia have been
undermined by a lack of coordination across the three tiers of government.61
13.57 Mansfield Shire Council also states that all three levels of government must
acknowledge the importance of farming ‘…in policy and strategy that support
its sustainability and ongoing environmental, social and economic
contributions’. It adds that in Victoria local governments gain an understanding
of the state government’s priorities for farming through the State Planning
Policy Framework.62
13.58 In Dunkeld, Mr Tom de Steiger was quite blunt in telling the Committee that he
couldn’t think of anything specific that the state government could do to help
his industry.63 And in discussing the process he went through to return to the
family farm, Mr Scott Dimond revealed that there would have been nothing the
government could have done at the time to influence his decision.64
13.59 Mr Chris Walsh also struggled to provide concrete suggestions, pointing out
that agriculture is at the mercy of the ‘uncontrollable variables’ discussed in
Chapter 5. However, Mr Walsh did suggest the state government should
investigate setting up a model of loans to young farmers where the repayments
are linked to the earnings of the farm: “It would obviously give young farmers a
great sense of confidence that if they have a lean year and they do not earn
anything, they are not having to pay tens of thousands of dollars in interest
back to a finance company.”65
13.60 The Committee notes the state government’s new Farm Debt Mediation
Scheme.66
13.61 Ms Jill Briggs argued that first and foremost, governments have to be clear with
young people about what can and cannot be achieved:
You get a wish list from them and then say to them carefully, ‘That’s the
stuff we can do. As a government we can do this stuff for you, but there is
all this stuff over here that we can’t do anything about. How are you going
to action that?’. Give them some action and some power about controlling
their future.67
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State government role in extension
“Too many projects end up on the shelf when you no longer have that
extension work.” Mr Ian Campbell, Nambrok.
“To me, we need to go back to some of the basic extension principles that
worked in the past.” Mr Chris Shearer, Nambrok.
13.62 The history of agriculture in Australia is one of constant change –
environmental, economic and social – but both Ms Alana Johnson and Mr Nigel
McGuckian suggested that we are currently experiencing a period of rapid
change, one that requires industry and government to work in partnership if
we are to adapt to this change successfully.68
13.63 The Committee heard a variety of thoughts on government contribution to a
partnership with industry. In particular, discussion revolved around when
government should and should not intervene in the market and, if so, the most
effective way of doing so. While many thought that the market should prevail
in all cases, there were dissenting voices.
13.64 These voices were most frequently heard in relation to the subject of extension
services – the belief that the Department of Primary Industries should have the
responsibility of being a ‘one stop shop’ for all the services and information the
farming sector needs.69 This refers back to the idea of ‘enabling policy’ and
productivity mentioned briefly earlier in this chapter. As discussed throughout
this report, the farming sector must be profitable if it is to attract more young
people.
13.65 Extension has been described as ‘…the main connection between research
innovations and farmer realities’.70 Several witnesses raised the issue of
overseas subsidies, concerned about competitors having an unfair advantage
over Australian farmers. However, Mr Broad argued against subsidies. Instead,
and echoing earlier discussion about the importance of productivity gains, he
suggested government should focus on disseminating the best practices of the
top producers:
…I was talking about the French farming system, which is the most
subsidised agriculture country in the world, and Australia, which is the
least, so the two are polarised. In France the top 20 per cent of farmers
were making money, the bottom 20 per cent were going broke and the
other 60 per cent were bouncing along with the seasons. In Australia the
top 20 per cent were making money, the bottom 20 per cent were going
broke and the other 60 per cent were bouncing along with the seasons. So
then you ask, 'Where is the interaction of government policy to help an
68
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Ms Alana Johnson, Farmer, Benalla, Workshop, Melbourne 15 August 2011; Mr Nigel McGuckian,
Management Consultant, RMCG Consultants, Workshop, Melbourne 15 August 2011.
Mr Greg Laidlaw, Rural and Workforce Development Officer, Shire of Moira, Public Hearing,
Beechworth, 4 August 2011; Ms Nicola Bussell, Farmer, Alpine Dorpers, Public Hearing,
Beechworth, 4 August 2011.
Rivera W M and Alex G E, ‘Human resource development for modernizing the agricultural
workforce, Human Resource Development Review, Vol 7, No 4, December 2008.
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agricultural sector?' There is really nothing you can do. However, what is it
that the top 20 per cent do well? How do we drag that information
exchange back to bring the next 20 per cent up to the top 20 per cent?
That is the challenge. I do not know the answer. If we can find that, I think
we will find the key to driving productivity and profitability.71
13.66 Across Australia, research and extension is the responsibility of the 15 Rural
Research and Development Corporations. They work in consultation with
industry peak bodies and state farming organisations. However, both Mr Chris
Shearer and Mr Alex Arbuthnot72 identified research and extension services as
a weak link in the productivity chain, with Mr Shearer stating:
Unfortunately, we are seeing the result of the cutback to research and
extension over the last 20 years, which has finally caught up with us.
Australia has now dropped back in the area of research to number 19 in
the world, which is one of the lowest in developed countries. We have a
big problem there which is going to have to be addressed fairly quickly, and
it is going to take a long time to get it right. Without that we are not going
to see people moving into agriculture, nor will it be profitable in the long
run.73
13.67 Mr Shearer’s urgency is born of the fact that research can take up to 15 years
to develop, with as much as a further 30 years before being fully adopted on
farms.74 This is discussed in depth in Agribusiness Gippsland’s submission.75
13.68 Mr Broad also expressed concerned about a decline in research across
agriculture in Australia:
I think we are also seeing the fallback or the negative working of a pull‐
back in research and development funding. I went to Canada in 2006 and
they said, 'You're going to meet the premier canola breeder in the world.
This guy has revolutionised the Canadian canola industry. He was the head
breeder for Monsanto. I thought, 'Gee, this is pretty impressive.' He is from
Stanhope—Greg Buzza.76
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Mr Andrew Broad, President, Victorian Farmers Federation, Public Hearing, Melbourne, 24
October 2011.
Mr Alex Arbuthnot, Chairman, Agribusiness Gippsland, Public Hearing, Nambrok, 20 September
2011.
Mr Chris Shearer, Treasurer, Agribusiness Gippsland, Public Hearing, Nambrok, 20 September
2011.
This is also discussed using the example of the take‐up of no‐till practices in AgriFood Skills
Australia, 2011 Environmental Scan of the Agrifood Industry: Australia’s regions, Australia’s
future, AgriFood Skills Australia, Canberra 2011.
Agribusiness Gippsland, Submission, Number 64, 15 September 2011.
Mr Andrew Broad, President, Victorian Farmers Federation, Public Hearing, Melbourne, 24
October 2011.
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13.69 It is also thought that the fall in the number of agscience students, combined
with a near one‐third decline in the number of agrifood science professionals
since 2006, will have a ‘…significant impact on agricultural research ability…’.77
13.70 It is estimated that just under one‐third of Victorian farmers rely on the
Department of Primary Industries as their main source of service and
information and that only the largest, most profitable farms make use of
private consultants.78 It was also suggested that only profitable farmers
implement the latest technology, with Mr Greg Laidlaw from the Shire of Moira
saying that the state government should develop funding aimed at subsidising
new technology and channel it to farmers through the Department of Primary
Industries.79
13.71 There is clearly a wide range of views concerning the Department of Primary
Industries’ place in Victorian agriculture and what role it should be playing.
These views extend from direct involvement to a more facilitative approach.
13.72 The Committee heard that the number one concern of Meat and Livestock
Australia members is increasing productivity through research and
development.80 As well, Mr Ross Skinner from the Almond Board of Australia
told the Committee that the almond industry invests around $3 million
annually in research and development. The research focuses on food safety,
advanced production systems, increased mechanisation, improved irrigation
and nutrition, and better pest and disease management.81 Mr Skinner added
that the almond industry is working closely with the Department of Primary
Industries to involve young researchers and was complimentary of the role the
department has played to date.82
13.73 However, the Committee heard a great deal of concern about the drop in
publicly funded research and a perception of the declining role of the
Department of Primary Industries in extension across the state,83 especially as
government research and development funding is thought to send ‘signals’ to
industry.84 It was said that Department of Primary Industries field officers do
want to do more than they are permitted to, but the assistance they can
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AgriFood Skills Australia, 2011 Environmental Scan of the Agrifood Industry: Australia’s regions,
Australia’s future, AgriFood Skills Australia, Canberra 2011.
Wilkinson R, Barr N and Hollier C, Segmenting Victoria’s Farmers, Department of Primary
Industries, Melbourne 2011.
Mr Greg Laidlaw, Rural and Workforce Development Officer, Shire of Moira, Public Hearing,
Beechworth, 4 August 2011.
Mr Michael Carroll, Director, Meat and Livestock Australia, Public Hearing, Melbourne, 24
October 2011.
Mr Ross Skinner, Chief Executive Officer, Almond Board of Australia, Public Hearing, Mildura, 20
July 2011.
In Ballarat, Mr Mike Stephens also spoke highly of the Department of Primary Industries graduate
training program.
East Gippsland Shire Council, , Submission, Number 23, 5 August 2011; Young Agribusiness
Professionals, Victorian Farmers Federation, Submission, Number 39, 5 August 2011; Victorian
Association of Forest Industries, Submission, Number 54, 12 August 2011.
Mr Andrew Broad, President, Victorian Farmers Federation, Public Hearing, Melbourne, 24
October 2011.
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provide is restricted by the current model under which they work.85 The
Committee also learnt that public research drives around half of all productivity
growth in agriculture,86 however Mr Adrian Goonan predicted that external
capital accessed by corporate farms will be the main driver of research and
development in the future.87
13.74 In Swan Hill, Mr Wooding also complimented his local Department of Primary
Industries staff but was concerned about the drop in staff numbers in the Swan
Hill office. According to Mr Wooding, those numbers have fallen from the high
20s in the 1990s to around five currently. He added that the private sector had
filled the gap only to an extent.88
13.75 Mr Anthony Cirillo expressed concern about the closing down of government
research centres in the north‐west of Victoria: “If we have no research centres,
how are we going to keep up with our competitors and stay competitive?”89
13.76 The importance of extension to agriculture in Victoria is the reason why many
people advocate agronomy as a good career opportunity for young people.90
Mr Kent Wooding told the Committee that in his experience it is common for
young people to work as an agronomist or consultant for a number of years
before returning to the family farm.91 Ms Alexandra Gartmann described this as
a “…stepping stone and pathway to develop skills, experience and knowledge
before returning to the family farm…”.92
13.77 Ms Gartmann added that it was much more common in the past for young
people to following this path via extension jobs in the public sector. It was her
view that extension cutbacks in the public sector have not been matched by
increases in private sector positions.93
13.78 Mr Bruce Diffey, a retired farmer in Beechworth, also observed a shortfall in
the number of extension officers employed by the Department of Primary
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Dr Danielle Auldist, Executive Officer, GippsDairy, Public Hearing, Leongatha, 21 September 2011.
Mr Jamie Penn, Chief Commodity Analyst, ABARES, Regional Outlook Conference, 30 June 2011.
Mr Adrian Goonan, Head of Agribusiness, Warakirri Asset Management, Public Hearing,
Melbourne, 12 September 2011.
Mr Kent Wooding, Manager, AGRIvision Consultants, Public Hearing, Swan Hill, 21 July 2011.
Mr Anthony Cirillo, Table Grape Grower and Exporter, VMP Cirillo and Sons, Public Hearing,
Mildura, 20 July 2011.
Ms Jo Bourke, Executive Director and Board Member, Wimmera Development Association, Public
Hearing, Horsham, 23 August 2011; Primary Skills Victoria, Industry Skill Needs Report, Skills
Victoria, Melbourne 2011; SED Consulting, Workforce Development Plan for the Victorian Grains
and Dairy Industries, Victorian Government, Melbourne 2010; Malcolm B, ‘Agriculture and
agricultural science: where have all the young people gone’, Paper presented to Young
Agribusiness Leaders Summit, Melbourne, 18 August 2010.
Mr Kent Wooding, Manager, AGRIvision Consultants, Public Hearing, Swan Hill, 21 July 2011.
Ms Alexandra Gartmann, Chief Executive Officer, Foundation for Rural and Regional Renewal,
Public Hearing, Bendigo, 23 June 2011.
Ibid.
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Industries, believing that in the past extension officers have contributed to
increases in both productivity and the quality of production.94
13.79 Mr Mike Carroll added that the Department of Primary Industries, in the past,
was important in the “…extension challenge of making sure that the best
practice is available to everyone…”.95
13.80 Taking a similar line, Ms Kerry Murphy from the Tobacco and Associated
Farmers Cooperative stated that the Department of Primary Industries should
be involved in trialling new crop varieties with the benefits of these trials
shared among the wider agricultural sector:
In relation to any agronomic advice from DPI, it has been almost non‐
existent. The people are certainly not there any longer, and the few who
are there are quite committed to the project‐based work they are doing, so
you cannot access them. We did have a lot of trouble in gaining access to
people, but that was because in a lot of cases they were not there.96
13.81 In Beechworth, discussion around the role of government stemmed from the
changing nature of agriculture in the region. Up until 2006, tobacco was widely
grown in the area. It was a very secure crop, with a single desk setting prices
and according to Mr Graham Nickless worth around $30 million a year to the
region. Since the last tobacco crop was planted in 2006, local farmers have
been attempting to diversify and the region is working hard to develop
alternative business models for those making the transition out of tobacco
farming.97
13.82 Risk and uncertainty were raised by several young people the Committee heard
from, including Mr David South98 and Mr Jonathon Alexander99 in Horsham and
Ms Rachel Mariner100 in Timboon. In Shepparton, Ms Ellen Grinter recognised
that government cannot protect young people from uncontrollable variables
such as the climate but did express the hope that it could provide “…incentives
that might protect farmers against as much uncertainty as it can…”.101
13.83 Mr Nickless argued that the private sector is not fully supplying the extension
services needed to help the region transition from tobacco to new crops:
While the team of local growers are prepared to be involved and provide
the land and the resources they can provide, there is that need for a bit of
94
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Mr Bruce Diffey, Water Broker and Retired Farmer, Wangaratta, Public Hearing, Beechworth, 4
August 2011.
Mr Michael Carroll, Director, Meat and Livestock Australia, Public Hearing, Melbourne, 24
October 2011.
Ms Kerry Murphy, Executive Officer, Tobacco and Associated Farmers Cooperative, Public
Hearing, Beechworth, 4 August 2011.
Mr Graham Nickless, Project Manager, Alpine Valleys Agrifood / Economic Development Manager
Rural City of Wangaratta, Public Hearing, Beechworth, 4 August 2011.
Mr David South, Student, Murtoa College, Public Hearing, Horsham, 23 August 2011.
Mr Jonathon Alexander, Student, Murtoa College, Public Hearing, Horsham, 23 August 2011.
Ms Rachel Mariner, Student, Lavers Hill P‐12 College, Public Hearing, Timboon, 18 October 2011.
Ms Ellen Grinter, Secretary, Victorian Young Farmers, Public Hearing, Shepparton, 3 November
2011.
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specialist guidance and advice through there, which is a critical factor. That
is about retaining people in agriculture. If they are a success, they will
encourage others to follow them, but as with any of these things you have
to have some leaders; you have to have some winners.102
13.84 Mr Ken Jones told the Committee that he was also concerned about the lack of
extension services in the Murray Goulburn region. It is important to note his
comment that profitability and growth increase when young people are
encouraged to participate:
The CHAIR — We heard this morning from the previous group that
extension is probably a bit lacking in this area. Would you be saying that if
there were greater extension we could actually drive productivity, which
would drive the interests of the younger people?
Mr JONES — Absolutely, Paul. We have had a great example of this. There
was a young fellow who started in the Wodonga office of DPI specifically
on dairy. He was very involved and was one of the people who negotiated
to get all the young people involved in these activities. He has now finished
and gone back to his parents’ farm in the Cobram region, and DPI have not
replaced him. There is no dairy extension person for this region.
The CHAIR — Are they planning to?
Mr JONES — No, they are not. That is one of our great concerns. We see
that there is an opportunity to bring younger people into the region from
university, give them a couple of years training and then put them into
areas where they can work with Generation Y, as we have said, and
encourage them to participate. We have quite clearly seen growth and
profitability in every farm where we have encouraged that generation of
people to get involved.103
13.85 Mr Carl Fraser suggested that young farmers in particular would benefit from
some form of government assistance when taking the risks inherent in
diversification:
I do not think you can come up with one solution, but perhaps there are a
range of policy strategies from a government perspective that need to be
able to address the complexities that I have outlined rather than just a
blank policy across the area. To give an example, the changing community
expectations and the decision to wind back and close the tobacco industry,
which had a degree of profitability that allowed young farmers to come
back into the operation, has had quite a significant impact on the mix of
young farmers in our communities around here, because as I said we are
centred in the Alpine shire and the rural city of Wangaratta. Many of the
young farmers went ahead and took risks to diversify and go into new
operations only to be hit in the last 12 months by two significant floods.
102
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Mr Graham Nickless, Project Manager, Alpine Valleys Agrifood / Economic Development Manager
Rural City of Wangaratta, Public Hearing, Beechworth, 4 August 2011.
Mr Ken Jones, Director, Murray Goulburn Dairy Co‐operative, Public Hearing, Beechworth, 4
August 2011.

Rural and Regional Committee

Page 321

Inquiry into the Capacity of the Farming Sector to Attract and Retain Young Farmers
and Respond to an Ageing Workforce

The setback has been quite significant. I am not saying, ‘Buy a red book and
go to page 8’ in terms of the solution process, but I think if we continue to
support innovation, if we continue to support farmers that are in a position
to be able to take risks and look at new technologies and provide a base so
that if the risk is not rewarded, then you have got some degree of success,
but how you do it across the board I really do not know.104
13.86 In Mildura, Mr Peter Jones also said that it is very important for young farmers
to be involved in research and development, as it is the young farmers who will
be getting the most benefit out of new practices and breakthroughs. Mr Jones
considered the time he spent in research as a young farmer as a “very
significant” part of his career.105
13.87 Mr Nickless linked extension services provided by government with the
ongoing health of farming:
While the team of local growers are prepared to be involved and provide
the land and the resources they can provide, there is that need for a bit of
specialist guidance and advice through there, which is a critical factor. That
is about retaining people in agriculture. If they are a success, they will
encourage others to follow them, but as with any of these things you have
to have some leaders; you have to have some winners.106
13.88 In fact, both Mr Nickless and Ms Murphy spoke about the drop in agronomic
advice provided by the department. Ms Murphy said that department staff are
instead focused on project‐based work, leaving TAFCO to pay for advice from
other sources:
TAFCO has engaged quite a few private consultants, at huge expense, over
the last four years to come and speak with people for a couple of hours at
a time maybe once a year. That was really valuable advice — for example,
we had a consultant who had to come from DPI in New South Wales after
we had flooding inundation on lucerne. How do you deal with lucerne after
a flood? Do you go and re‐sow the patches that are dead? Who knows?
While we were not able to get anyone from Victoria we did manage to get
somebody from New South Wales, but we still had to fork out commercial
rates to get them here for a few hours on the farm. Those few hours on the
farm were certainly extremely valuable and very educational for the
farmers, but they came at an expense which I think would have been
difficult for farmers to bear at the time.107
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Mr Carl Fraser, Rural Financial Counsellor, Goulburn Murray Hume Agcare Ltd, Public Hearing,
Beechworth, 4 August 2011.
Mr Peter Jones, Director, Mildura and District Education Council, Public Hearing, Mildura, 20 July
2011.
Mr Graham Nickless, Project Manager, Alpine Valleys Agrifood / Economic Development Manager
Rural City of Wangaratta, Public Hearing, Beechworth, 4 August 2011.
Ms Kerry Murphy, Executive Officer, Tobacco and Associated Farmers Cooperative, Public
Hearing, Beechworth, 4 August 2011.
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13.89 The Committee acknowledges the advice the Department of Primary Industries
already provides the farming sector, in particular in its ‘Services to …’
documents for:






Beef and sheep producers
Dairy farmers
Farm foresters
Grain growers
Horticulture producers.108

13.90 The Department of Primary Industries has undoubtedly played a prominent
role in the careers of many farmers and therefore remains at the forefront of
their understanding of agriculture. Mr Dale Scott, for example, attributed part
of his success as a farmer to the training he received from the department,109
while Ms Karen Baum gained both valuable work experience while she was
studying and casual employment on graduating at the department’s Ellinbank
site.110
13.91 This idea of government support returns to Ms Murphy’s comments
encouraging the Department of Primary Industries to be directly involved in the
trialling of new crops. Mr Nickless added that helping young farmers with new
crops and then celebrating success stories would be worthwhile in the
Beechworth region. Because the area is currently in such a state of transition
the importance of certainty and the confidence this gives cannot be overstated.
13.92 In Timboon, both Ms Georgina Gubbins111 and Ms Sophie Hester explained that
the farming sector in their regions sense some uncertainty about the future
role of the department. Ms Hester said:
…I believe that DPI is being restructured, and it looks like it could be getting
financial cuts from that and may be going to the private sector. We do not
want that happening because they have got all the information and
training and they know the farmers — who they are, what we do — so we
do not really want that taken away.112
13.93 Agribusiness Yarra Valley suggested the Tasmanian Institute of Agricultural
Research was a model that should be copied in Victoria:
TIAR’s primary objective is to ensure that all its research, development,
extension, education and training programs are of high quality and meet
the needs and priorities of Tasmania’s agricultural industries. TIAR’s
activities are funded by the Tasmanian government, the University of
Tasmania, agricultural research, development and extension organisations,
108
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See: www.dpi.vic.gov.au.
Mr Dale Scott, District Council President, United Dairy Farmers Victoria, Public Hearing, Nambrok,
20 September 2011.
Ms Karen Baum, Director, Pembroke Rural, Public Hearing, Nambrok, 20 September 2011.
Ms Georgina Gubbins, Managing Director, Maneroo Partnership, Public Hearing, Timboon, 18
October 2011.
Ms Sophie Hester, Diary Farmer, Mepunga, Public Hearing, Timboon, 18 October 2011.
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resource management organisations, other granting bodies and industry.
They have focused on this opportunity for some years and now it is paying
dividends.113
13.94 Generally, though, comments on extension services have been too broad for
the Committee to gain an accurate understanding of what gaps exist and the
best ways in which they can be filled. The Committee acknowledges that this is
an area of responsibility for the private sector and that the state government
directs its funding towards research (in cooperation with industry) rather than
competing with private extension providers.114
13.95 A ‘Stocktake of Relevant Departmental Policy and Programs’ was provided as
part of the Victorian Government submission to this Inquiry.115 However, it
must be noted that there is a great deal of community support for a robust
offering in extension services and maintaining the connection between
‘research innovations and farmer realities’ that is crucial to profitability in the
farming sector.

Recommendation 39
 That the state government examine the deliver of extension services in Victoria
with the aim of identifying gaps in services. In particular, the state government
should examine the following elements of extension service delivery in Victoria:
 Provision of productivity advice to smaller, lower income farms which can be an
entry point into the industry
 Development of strategies to assist farmers to deal with the volatility of agriculture
 Identification of new diversification opportunities utilising available infrastructure
such as power and water
 Provision of funding for on‐farm advice and support from external providers.

Finance
13.96 Views on state government financial support for young farmers were widely
canvassed during this Inquiry. As discussed in Chapter 4, the support provided,
much of it through the Rural Finance Corporation, includes:




Stamp duty exemption through the Assistance to Young Farmers program
Young Farmers First Farm Grant
Young Farmers Finance Scheme.

13.97 Mr Diffy also suggested that Rural Finance should directly influence the
agricultural sector by providing land and low interest rates to suitably qualified
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Agribusiness Yarra Valley, Submission, Number 55, 14 August 2011.
The Hon Peter Walsh MP, Minister for Agriculture and Food Security, Minister for Water, Victoria
Government, Public Hearing, Melbourne, 5 December 2011.
Refer to the Committee’s website: www.parliament.vic.gov.au/rrc.
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young farmers eager to begin a career in agriculture.116 A similar idea was
proposed by Mr Mark Hooper, a farmer from the Beechworth region, as a way
of helping young people overcome rising land prices:
The tenant farm is the way I can see young farmers getting started. There
are a lot of farmers who own land and have a connection with it and who
do not like to go to town or to live in town. They want to go around the
farm and see the cows and the sheep. If the tenant farmer was to lease the
land at a minimal rate, as an example we are leasing land for $40 an acre
from the neighbour who just wants to live there. That is affordable for us
to maintain our sheep, our cattle and our cropping…Over the next 10 to 20
years there is going to be a big shift in our area from farmers who work the
farm to them being resident farmers and not doing anything…Supposing
Rural Finance was to buy the land from the farmer, the tenant farmer
could then come in and pay a minimal rate to lease it until they build up
enough equity in their stock and their machinery and maybe some savings
that they get along the way over the next ten or so years.117
13.98

Other suggestions on financial assistance ranged from providing scholarships to
students,118 through supporting small food processing business119 and providing
small businesses with assistance in training apprentices.120

13.99

It is a key finding of the Committee that the state government has a
responsibility to continue its work developing overseas markets for Victorian
agriculture exports.

13.100 However, Mr Mike Stephens did note a warning about direct government
intervention:
The other point I would like to make is that, as I go about, I hear, ‘The
government should do something to get young people into farming. They
should make money available’. We have thought about that a bit. The
wisdom of some sort of grand intervention like soldier settlement or closer
settlement — I am glad you are shaking your head — we just think is
Nonsense Land. There is no market failure. If we were driving up to Birchip
or driving along the Glenelg Highway and we were seeing vacant farm,
vacant farm, vacant farm, we could say, ‘Hey, there is some market failure
here. Somebody needs to intervene’. That market failure is not there, so
we are specifically saying, ‘Forget about all of that’.121
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Mr Bruce Diffey, Water Broker and Retired Farmer, Wangaratta, Public Hearing, Beechworth, 4
August 2011.
Mr Mark Hooper, Farmer, Alpine Dorpers, Public Hearing, Beechworth, 4 August 2011.
Mr Mike Stephens, Managing Director, Mike Stephens and Associates, Public Hearing, Ballart, 24
August 2011.
Mr Patrick Murphy, Executive Officer, Central Highlands Agribusiness Forum, Public Hearing,
Ballarat, 24 August 2011.
Mr Nick Sher, Owner, Sher Wagyu, Site Visit, Ballan, 24 August 2011.
Mr Mike Stephens, Managing Director, Mike Stephens and Associates, Public Hearing, Ballart, 24
August 2011.
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13.101 Young people told the Committee directly what they think the role of
government should be, at the Youth Forum held at Parliament House. Much of
it came down to providing more information – on succession planning, human
resource management best practice and different business models – as well as
general information on agriculture for careers advisers in schools. (The collated
recommendations from the day are included in Appendix 4.)
13.102 The young Victorians in attendance on the day also discussed financial
assistance for land purchases. However, it is interesting to note that just over
half of the respondents to an online survey designed by the Committee valued
improving the image of agriculture over receiving more financial assistance.
13.103 The Victorian Association of Forest Industries argues that it is the role of
governments to provide security for industry in the case of market failure:
Markets should be allowed to work where they are efficient, and
government policy should be aimed at addressing market failures and
reducing regulatory inconsistencies where they exist while seeking to
minimise actions that create sovereign risk.122
13.104 In the case of forestry, the Victorian Association of Forest Industries
recommends the strengthening of Regional Forest Agreements.123
13.105 Mr Stephens went on the say that removing government charges such as stamp
duty would be an acceptable move that does not interfere with the market.124
(Stamp duty is discussed in more detail in Chapter 4.) He was also
complimentary of the Department of Primary Industries’ cadetship program.125
13.106 Hepburn Shire Council discusses financial assistance that could be provided in a
way that, it suggests, would not be considered a subsidy. The Shire recommends
what it describes as ‘best practice incentives’; that is, rewarding farmers who
engage in best practice with grants for infrastructure, equipment or training, or
even simply direct cash grants. Hepburn Shire argues that this would be a way
of ‘…alleviating the terms of trade without direct subsidy’.126

Report adopted: Tuesday 22 May 2012.
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Cadetships are discussed more generally in Pratley J E, ‘Workforce planning in agriculture:
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August Quarter 2008.
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1

Indigo Shire Council

Beechworth

2

Murray Mallee Local Learning and
Employment Network

Swan Hill

3

Mildura Development Corporation

Mildura

14 Jul 2011

4

Mr John S Scott

Wilsons Hill

21 Jul 2011

5

National Centre for Vocational
Education and Research

Adelaide

25 Jul 2011

6

Mr Robert Sonogan

Swan Hill

26 Jul 2011

7

Country Women's Association of
Victoria Inc

Melbourne

28 Jul 2011

8

West Wimmera Shire Council

Edenhope

1 Aug 2011

9

Mitchell Shire Council

Seymour

1 Aug 2011

10

Alfred Deakin Research Institute

Warrnambool

2 Aug 2011

11

Primary Skills Victoria

Melbourne

4 Aug 2011

12

Melbourne School of Land and
Environment, University of Melbourne

Melbourne

4 Aug 2011

13

Skillinvest Group

Melbourne

4 Aug 2011
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Submission
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Date
Received

14

Golden Plains Shire Council

Bannockburn

4 Aug 2011

15

Campaspe Concerned Citizens

Campaspe

4 Aug 2011

16

Whittlesea Branch, Victorian Farmers
Federation

Melbourne

4 Aug 2011

17

Results Financial Services

Bendigo

4 Aug 2011

18

Wellington Shire Council

Sale

5 Aug 2011

19

Greater Shepparton City Council

Shepparton

5 Aug 2011

20

Central Highlands Agribusiness Forum

Ballarat

5 Aug 2011

21

Hepburn Shire Council

Daylesford

5 Aug 2011

22

Gardiner Foundation

Melbourne

5 Aug 2011

23

East Gippsland Shire Council

Bairnsdale

5 Aug 2011

24

Dairy Industry People Development
Council

Melbourne

5 Aug 2011

25

Mr Bill Dullard

Irrewarra

5 Aug 2011

26

Loddon Shire Council

Wedderburn

5 Aug 2011

27

Victorian Farmers Federation

Melbourne

5 Aug 2011

28

SMARTimbers Cooperative

Lismore

5 Aug 2011

29

Campaspe Shire Council

Echuca

5 Aug 2011

30

Rural Finance Corporation

Bendigo

5 Aug 2011

31

Barwon South West Committee,
Regional Development Australia

Warrnambool

5 Aug 2011

32

Royal Agricultural Society of Victoria

Melbourne

5 Aug 2011

Hamilton

5 Aug 2011

Trafalgar

5 Aug 2011

Melbourne

5 Aug 2011

33
34
35

The Potter Rural Community Research
Network, RMIT University
Pembroke Rural Dairy Industry
Consultants
Victorian Farmers' Market Association
Inc

36

Westvic Staffing Solutions

Warrnambool

5 Aug 2011

37

Wimmera Development Association

Horsham

5 Aug 2011

38

Young Dairy Development Program

Irrewarra

5 Aug 2011

39

Young Agribusiness Professionals,
Victorian Farmers Federation

Melbourne

5 Aug 2011
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No.

Submission

Location

Date
Received

40

Ms Narelle Forrest

Beechworth

5 Aug 2011

41

Nuffield Australia

Moama

8 Aug 2011

42

CowBank Pty Ltd

Melbourne

16 Jan 2012

43

National Centre for Farmer Health

Hamilton

8 Aug 2011

44

Gannawarra Shire Council

Kerang

8 Aug 2011

45

Yiddinga Holdings Pty Ltd

Edenhope

9 Aug 2011

46

ForestWorks

Melbourne

10 Aug 2011

47

Surf Coast Shire Council

Torquay

10 Aug 2011

48

Mr Damian Murphy

Dumbalk North

10 Aug 2011

49

Dowling Brothers Yarrawonga

Yarrawonga

12 Aug 2011

50

North West Municipalities Association

Nhill

12 Aug 2011

51

Ms Suzanne Ryder

Mt Beauty

12 Aug 2011

52

Victorian Organic Industry Committee

Beechworth

12 Aug 2011

53

Bass Coast Shire Council

Wonthaggi

12 Aug 2011

54

Victorian Association of Forest
Industries

Melbourne

12 Aug 2011

55

Agribusiness Yarra Valley

Castella

14 Aug 2011

56

Ashley Park Farm Pty Ltd

Whittlesea

15 Aug 2011

57

GippsDairy

Warragul

16 Aug 2011

58

Gippsland Water

Traralgon

16 Aug 2011

59

Baw Baw Shire Council

Warragul

17 Aug 2011

60

Moorabool Shire Council

Ballan

17 Aug 2011

61

Moira Shire Council

Cobram

6 Sep 2011

62

Mansfield Shire Council

Mansfield

7 Sep 2011

63

Mr Andrew Lockwood‐Penny

Kyneton

7 Sep 2011

64

Agribusiness Gippsland

Warragul

15 Sep 2011

65

Buloke Shire Council

Wycheproof

16 Sep 2011

66

Towong Shire Council

Tallangatta

16 Sep 2011
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Submission

Date
Received

Location

67

Mitta to Murray Landcare Network

Tooborac

23 Sep 2011

68

Mrs Marjorie Brewer

Kyabram

23 Sep 2011

69

Association of Neighbourhood Houses
and Learning Centres

Melbourne

28 Sep 2011

70

Victorian Government

Melbourne

31 Oct 2011

71

Eastern Victoria Sea Urchin Divers
Association (EVSUDA) & Eastern Zone
Abalone Industry Association (EZAIA)
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Public Consultation Program – Witnesses
Public hearings, workshops, briefings and meetings for this Inquiry were held at the
following locations:
23 June 2011
19 July 2011
20 July 2011
21 July 2011
4 August 2011
5 August 2011
15 August 2011
23 August 2011
23 August 2011
24 August 2011
24 August 2011
8 September 2011
9 September 2011
12 September 2011
20 September 2011
20 September 2011
21 September 2011
21 September 2011
10 October 2011
17 October 2011
17 October 2011

Rural and Regional Committee

Bendigo
Birchip
Mildura
Swan Hill
Beechworth
Mansfield
Melbourne
Horsham
Murtoa
Ballarat
Ballan
Western Australia
Western Australia
Melbourne
Nambrok
Denison
Leongatha
Leongatha
Melbourne
Dunkeld
Cooriemungle

Public Hearing
Workshop
Public Hearing
Public Hearing
Public Hearing
Public Hearing
Workshop
Public Hearing
Site Visit
Public Hearing
Site Visit
Consultations
Consultations
Public Hearing
Public Hearing
Site Visit
Site Visit
Public Hearing
Public Hearing
Public Hearing
Site Visit
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18 October 2011
24 October 2011
2 November 2011
3 November 2011
16 November 2011
5 December 2011
13 December 2011
13 December 2011
27 February 2012

Timboon
Melbourne
Dookie
Shepparton
Canberra
Melbourne
Lakes Entrance
Lakes Entrance
Melbourne

Public Hearing
Public Hearing
Site Visit
Public Hearing
Consultations
Public Hearing
Site Visit
Public Hearing
Youth Forum

23 June 2011 | BENDIGO – Public Hearing
Name

Position

Organisation

Ms Alexandra Gartmann

Chief Executive Officer

Foundation for Rural and
Regional Renewal

Ms Susan Bennett

Farmer

Synergy Farms, Yarrawalla

Mr Brian Smith

Farmer

Synergy Farms, Yarrawalla

Ms Kellyanne Semple

Program Manager
Agricultural Communities

Department of Primary
Industries, Bendigo

Ms Sherin Halliday

Program Coordinator
LandLearn

Department of Primary
Industries, Bendigo

Ms Kerry Anderson

Projects Manager

Loddon Murray Community
Leadership Program Inc

Mr Russell Johnson

Executive Officer

Bendigo Schools Trade
Training Centre

Ms Teleah Thorne

Teacher

Bendigo Schools Trade
Training Centre

Dr Louise Harvey

Chief Executive Officer

Bendigo Institute of TAFE

Mr Craig Halliday

Head Of School, Design and
Sustainability

Bendigo Institute of TAFE

Ms Jennifer Dawson

Chair

Loddon Mallee Regional
Development Australia
Committee

Mr Andrew Weightman

Community Development
Coordinator

Department of Planning and
Community Development

Mr Don McArthur

President

Bendigo Branch Victorian
Apiarists Association
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Mr John Scott

Chairman

Bendigo Commercial Poultry
Producers Association

Mr Ted Gretgrix

Executive Officer

North Central Rural Financial
Counselling Service

Mr Dom Baxter

Counsellor

North Central Rural Financial
Counselling Service

Mr Kevin Scolyer

Counsellor

North Central Rural Financial
Counselling Service

Ms Kerryne McClelland

Senior Coordinator

North Central Rural Financial
Counselling Service

Professor John Martin

Director, Centre for
Sustainable Regional
Communities

La Trobe University

Mr Kevin Long

Owner

thelongview.com.au

19 July 2011 | BIRCHIP – Workshop
Name

Position

Organisation

Mr David Chamberlin

Chief Executive Officer

Birchip Cropping Group

Mr Leo Delahunty

Board Member and Grain
Farmer

Birchip Cropping Group

Ms Janice Kelly

BCG Management Team

Birchip Cropping Group

Ms Margaret O’Keefe

BCG Management Team

Birchip Cropping Group

Ms Danielle McMillan

BCG Management Team

Birchip Cropping Group

Mr Dennis O’Connor

BCG Management Team

Birchip Cropping Group

20 July 2011 | MILDURA – Public Hearing
Name

Position

Organisation

Ms Anne Mansell

Chief Executive Officer

Mildura Development
Corporation

Ms Rebecca Wells

Schools Support and
Promotions Officer

La Trobe University

Mr Stephen Bennett

Farmer

Merbein

Ms Mary Cannard

Industry Development
Officer

Murray Valley Citrus Board

Ms Paula Gordon

Board Member

Murray Valley Citrus Board
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Mr Craig Thornton

Vineyard Manager

Wingara Wine Group

Ms Jennifer Grigg

Director Business
Development

Sunraysia Institute of TAFE

Mr Kevin Sharman

Farm Manager, National
Centre for Sustainability

Sunraysia Institute of TAFE

Mr Logan Bysouth

Apprentice, Cardross Farms

Sunraysia Institute of TAFE

Mr Christopher Mitchell

Workplace Learning
Coordinator

Northern Mallee Local
Learning and Employment
Network

Ms Pat Thorburn

Chief Executive Officer

MADEC Community College

Dr Tom Haig

Manager

MADEC Community College

Mr Peter Jones

Director

Mildura and District Education
Council

Mr Ross Skinner

Chief Executive Officer

Almond Board of Australia

Mr Mark McKenzie

Chief Executive Officer

Murray Valley Winegrowers

Mr Dennis Mills

Chairman

Murray Valley Winegrowers

Mr Vince Cirillo

Table Grape Grower and
Exporter

VMP Cirillo and Sons

Mr Anthony Cirillo

Table Grape Grower and
Exporter

VMP Cirillo and Sons

Ms Majella Ballard

Regional Manager

Phalanx Consulting Group

21 July 2011 | SWAN HILL – Public Hearing
Name

Position

Organisation

Mr Glenn Stewart

Executive Officer

Murray Malley Local Learning
and Employment Network

Mr Kent Wooding

Manager

AGRIvision Consultants

Mr Nathan Free

Horticulturalist

Duralgai Horticulture

Ms Ann Young

Director

NorthEd International College

Ms Gaye Tripodi

Partner

Murrawee Farms

Vice President

Victorian Farmers Federation
Horticulture Group

Mr Michael Young

Manager

Young Farms

Mr Shawn Butters

Director

Kilter Pty Ltd
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Mr Werner Bruckmann

Farmer

Chinkapook

Mr Matt Glowrey

Dairy Farmer

Glowrey Dairy Farm

4 August 2011 | BEECHWORTH – Public Hearing
Name

Position

Organisation

Mr Graham Nickless

Project Manager

Alpine Valleys Agrifood

Economic Development
Manager

Rural City of Wangaratta

Ms Kerry Murphy

Executive Officer

Tobacco and Associated
Farmers Cooperative

Mr Ken Jones

Director

Murray Goulburn Dairy Co‐
operative

Mr Patten Bridge

General Manager
Sustainability

Murray Goulburn Dairy Co‐
operative

Mr Greg Laidlaw

Rural and Workforce
Development Officer

Shire of Moira

Mr Tony Shirley

Rural Financial Counsellor

Goulburn Murray Hume
Agcare Ltd

Mr Carl Fraser

Rural Financial Counsellor

Goulburn Murray Hume
Agcare Ltd

Ms Trish Forrest

Partner

Rosstulla Holdings

Ms Narelle Forrest

Farmer

Rosstulla Holdings

Ms Claire Penniceard

Director and Owner

The Pig Pen Pty Ltd

Mr Scott Landells

Community Planner

Shire of Indigo

Mr Robert Currie

Farmer Mentor Program
Worker

Anglicare Victoria

Dr Kristy Howard

Agricultural Consultant

Inspiring Excellence

Mr Mark Hooper

Farmer

Alpine Dorpers

Ms Nicola Bussell

Farmer

Alpine Dorpers

Ms Susan Brunskill

Teacher, National
Environment Centre

TAFE NSW Riverina Institute

Ms Helen McGowan

Lawyer

Transpiration

Mr Doug James

Farmer

Bungeet
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Mr Warren Mirtschin

Partnership Broker

North East Local Learning and
Employment Network

Ms Helen Robinson

Board Member

Alpine Valleys Agribusiness
Forum

Mr Bruce Diffey

Water Broker and Retired
Farmer

Wangaratta

Mr Frank Griffiths

Farmer

Beechworth

5 August 2011 | MANSFIELD – Public Hearing
Name

Position

Organisation

Cr Dean Belle

Councillor

Mansfield Shire Council

Ms Judy Dixon

Deputy Manager Tourism
and Economic Development

Mansfield Shire Council

Ms Julie Aldous

Agribusiness Teacher

Mansfield Secondary College

Mr Peter Baddeley

Principal

Mansfield Secondary College

Mr Jake Ischovits

Year 10 Student

Mansfield Secondary College

Ms Mikaela Baker

Year 11 Student

Mansfield Secondary College

Mr Bruce McInnes

Coordinator Australian
School‐Based
Apprenticeships Program

Mansfield Secondary College

Mr Bill Parsons

Member

Mansfield Victorian Farmers
Federation

Mr Charlie Lovick

Mountain Cattleman

Lovicks

Ms Kellie Purvis

Horse and Cattle Farmer

Lovicks

Mr David Ritchie

General Manager

Delatite Winery

Mr Mark Ritchie

Manager

Delatite Grazing Pty Ltd

Mr Don Howie

Partner

D W Howie and Son

Secretary

Mansfield Victorian Farmers
Federation

Mr Russell Murphy

Owner

Murphy Fresh

Mr Jonathan Murphy

Owner

Murphy Fresh

Mr Brad Parks

President

Mansfield Agribusiness Group

General Manager

Parkseeds

Managing Director

Fox Ag

Mr Glenn Fox
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Mr Chris Stoney

Managing Director

Minto Pastoral Company

Ms Julia Hollonds

Office Manager

Minto Pastoral Company

Mr Don Lawson

Director

Australian Beef Industry
Foundation

Mr Michael Pointer

Director

Australian Beef Industry
Foundation

Mr John Gunthorpe

Deputy Chairman

Australian Beef Industry
Foundation

Ms Jill Briggs

Managing Director

Rural Training Initiatives

Mr Phil Chamberlain

Chief Executive Officer

Rutherglen Vineyards and
Estates

15 August 2011 | MELBOURNE – Workshop
Name

Position

Organisation

Mr Nigel McGuckian

Management Consultant

RMCG Consultants

Ms Alana Johnson

Farmer

Benalla

23 August 2011 | HORSHAM – Public Hearing
Name

Position

Organisation

Mr Anthony Chapman

Seeds Manager

Wimmera Grain Company

Ms Jo Bourke

Executive Director and
Board Member

Wimmera Development
Association

Mr Simon Tickner

Board Member

Wimmera Development
Association

Mr Andrew Saunders

Board Member and Director

Wimmera Development
Association

Mr Dean Miller

Chairman

North West Municipalities
Association

Mr Gary Bourke

Teacher

Murtoa College

Mr David South

Student

Murtoa College

Mr John Goldsmith

Head of Campus

Longerenong College

Mr Jonathon Alexander

Student

Longerenong College

Mr Christiaan Condon

Student

Longerenong College

Ms Kate Cross

Student

Longerenong College
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Ms Rebecca Dalla

Student

Longerenong College

Ms Erin Johns

Student

Longerenong College

Ms Donna Winfield

Development Officer

Longerenong College

Ms Robyn Gulline

Director of Finance and
Information Technology

Gulline Farms

Ms Amity Dunstan

Grain Grower

Telangatuk East

Mr Darren Webster

General Manager Finance

Skill‐Invest

23 August 2011 | MURTOA – Site Visit
Name

Position

Organisation

Mr Leo Delahunty

Executive Director

Templemore Farm

Mr Andrew Delahunty

Managing Director

Templemore Farm

Mr Chris Delahunty

Assistant Manager

Templemore Farm

Mr Brian Story

Assistant Manager

Templemore Farm

24 August 2011 | BALLARAT – Public Hearing
Name

Position

Organisation

Mr Mike Stephens

Managing Director

Mike Stephens and Associates

Mr Ben Reeve

Recruitment Manager

Mike Stephens and Associates

Ms Carlie Harrington

President

Victorian Young Farmers

Ms Jerri Nelson

Executive Officer

North Central Local Learning
and Employment Network

Mr David Fiskin

Chairman

Central Highlands Agribusiness
Forum

Chairman

Farm Forest Growers Victoria

Mr Patrick Murphy

Executive Officer

Central Highlands Agribusiness
Forum

Mr Lawrence Richmond

Board Member

Central Highlands Agribusiness
Forum

Mr Andrew Lang

Member and Bioenergy
Adviser

Central Highlands Agribusiness
Forum

Mr Chris Draffin

Student, School of Food,
Land and Service Industries

University of Ballarat
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Mr Shane Zammit

Student, School of Food,
Land and Service Industries

University of Ballarat

Associate Professor Kath
White

Dean, School of Food, Land
and Service Industries

University of Ballarat

Mr Scott Dimond

Cattle and Potato Farmer

Mollongghip

Mr Nick Gowans

Water and Climate
Adaptation Officer

Department of Primary
Industries, Ballarat

24 August 2011 | BALLAN – Site Visit
Name

Position

Organisation

Ms Vicki Sher

Owner

Sher Wagyu

Mr Nick Sher

Owner

Sher Wagyu

Mr Nick Gowans

Water and Climate
Adaptation Officer

Department of Primary
Industries, Ballarat

8 September 2011 | WESTERN AUSTRALIA – Consultations
Name

Position

Organisation

Hon Terry Redman MP

Minister for Agriculture and
Food, Forestry, Corrective
Services

Government of Western
Australia

Hon Brendon Grylls MP

Minister for Regional
Development

Government of Western
Australia

Ms Kerry Regan

Executive Officer, Former
Development Officer,
AgLinkEd

Department of Agriculture and
Food, WA

Hon Dexter Davies

Director

Rural Business Development
Corporation

Mr Tony Hiscock

Manager

Alcoa Farmlands, Alcoa of
Australia Ltd

Mr Joe Castro

Farmer

Castro Farms

9 September 2011 | WESTERN AUSTRALIA – Consultations
Name

Position

Organisation

Mr Geoffrey Moyle

Director of Agricultural
Education

Department of Education
and Training, WA

Mr Bernard Beatty

Principal

Western Australian College
of Agriculture, Cunderdin
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Mr Keith Devenish

Director, Narrogin Office

Department of Agriculture
and Food, WA

Ms Jen Vincent

Environmental Project
Officer

Shire of Quairading

Ms Natalie Hogg

Development Officer

Department of Agriculture
and Food, WA

Ms Sally Rayner

Program Coordinator,
Sustainable Agriculture

Wheatbelt Natural Resource
Management Inc

Mr John Seabrook

Farmer

Northam

Mr James Ludgate

Farmer

Northam

Mr Chris Carter

Farmer

Northam

Ms Ellen Walker

Farmer

Northam

Mr Brett Jenkinson

Farmer

Northam

Mr Paul Mole

Managing Editor

Kondinin Group

12 September 2011 | MELBOURNE – Public Hearing
Name

Position

Organisation

Ms Pauline Brightling

Program Leader People in
Dairy

Dairy Australia

Dr Ruth Nettle

Leader Rural Innovation
Research Group

School of Land and
Environment, University of
Melbourne

Mr Peter McSweeney

Senior Lecturer

Department of Agriculture
and Food Systems, University
of Melbourne

Mr Nathan Goonan

Chief Executive Officer

Warakirri Dairies

Mr Adrian Goonan

Head of Agribusiness

Warakirri Asset Management

20 September 2011 | NAMBROK – Public Hearing
Name

Position

Organisation

Mr Ian Campbell

Senior Economic
Development Officer

Wellington Shire Council

Mr Michael Murphy

Chief Executive Officer

Baw Baw LaTrobe Local
Learning and Employment
Network
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Mr Luke Prime

Commercial Manager

National Centre for Dairy
Education Australia

Mr David Forbes

Project Officer

Rural Skills Australia

Mr Alex Arbuthnot

Chairman

Agribusiness Gippsland

Mr Chris Shearer

Treasurer

Agribusiness Gippsland

Mr Dale Scott

District Council President

United Dairy Farmers Victoria

Ms Karen Baum

Director

Pembroke Rural

Mr David Mawer

Managing Director

Gippsland Water

Mr John Craven

Agribusiness Manager

Gippsland Water

Mr Neil Baker

Agricultural Scientist

Kalimna

20 September 2011 | DENISON – Site Visit
Name

Position

Organisation

Mr Ross Anderson

Dairy Farmer

Andersons Dairy

Mr Graham Anderson

Dairy Farmer

Andersons Dairy

21 September 2011 | LEONGATHA – Site Visit
Name

Position

Organisation

Ms Suzanne Wightman

Dairy Farmer

Wightman’s Farm

21 September 2011 | LEONGATHA – Public Hearing
Name

Position

Organisation

Ms Liz Clay

Director

Victorian Organic Industry
Committee

Mr James Clark

Coordinator

South Gippsland Agribusiness
Professionals

Mr Ross Svenson

Beef and Sheep Farmer

Leongatha

Mr John Smallman

Farmer

Mardan

Dr Danielle Auldist

Executive Officer

GippsDairy

Mr John Mulvany

Consultant

ONFARM Consulting

Mr Tim Cashin

Dairy Farmer

Leongatha South

Ms Leith Cummins

Teacher

Leongatha Secondary College

Mr Daniel Campbell

Year 9 Student

Leongatha Secondary College
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Mr Rhett Boscombe‐Hill

Year 9 Student

Leongatha Secondary College

Ms Belinda Dyke

Year 9 Student

Leongatha Secondary College

Ms Evelyn Lay

Year 9 Student

Leongatha Secondary College

Ms Annika Ross

Year 9 Student

Leongatha Secondary College

10 October 2011 | MELBOURNE – Public Hearing
Name

Position

Organisation

Professor Richard Roush

President

Australian Council of Deans of
Agriculture

Mr Greg Hallihan

Executive Officer

Primary Skills Victoria

Mr Chris Bergemann

Industry Liaison Officer

Primary Skills Victoria

Ms Renee Vajtauer

Project Officer

Seafood Industry Victoria

17 October 2011 | DUNKELD – Public Hearing
Name

Position

Organisation

Dr Susan Brumby

Clinical Associate Professor
and Director

National Centre for Farmer
Health

Ms Catherine Mercer‐Grant

Sustainable Farm Families
Program Manager

National Centre for Farmer
Health

Mr James Peddie

Prime Lamb Producer

Yalunga

Ms Lucie Peddie

Prime Lamb Producer

Yalunga

Mr John McDougall

Chairman

Southern Farming Systems

Ms Celia Tucker

Farmer

Maroona

Mr Jack Tucker

Farmer

Maroona

Mr Nathan Edwards

Dairy Farmer

Casterton

Mr Chris Walsh

Director

Access Farming Pty Ltd

Professor Sue Kilpatrick

Research Professor of
Regional Communities

Alfred Deakin Research
Institute, Deakin University

Mr Tom de Steiger

Branch Manager

Elders, Hamilton

Dr Kaye Scholfield

Senior Manager Community
Partnerships and Projects

RMIT University, Hamilton

Ms Julia Schlapp

Research Project Officer

RMIT University, Hamilton
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Ms Kay Antony

Dairy Farmer and Director

Warrnambool Cheese and
Butter

Director

WestVic Dairy

President

Portland Branch, United Dairy
Farmers

Mr Bruce Allen

Beef Farmer

Allenoch Pty Ltd

Mr Darren Gordon

Business Development and
Lifetime Ewe Management
Program Leader

Rural Industries Skill Training

Mr Tom Napier

Farmer

Victoria Valley

17 October 2011 | COORIEMUNGLE – Site Visit
Name

Position

Organisation

Mr Chris Vogels

Dairy Farmer

Seebeck Farm

Ms Julie Vogels

Dairy Farmer

Seebeck Farm

18 October 2011 | TIMBOON – Public Hearing
Name

Position

Organisation

Ms Georgina Gubbins

Managing Director

Maneroo Partnership

Mr Wayne Robertson

Group Training Operations
Manager

Westvic Staffing Solutions

Mr Ian Gibb

Director Sustainable
Development

Shire of Corangamite

Mr Mike Weise

Executive Officer

WestVic Dairy

Ms Lisa Dwyer

Dairy Farmer and Board
Member

WestVic Dairy

Ms Robyn Vale

Dairy Careers Coordinator

WestVic Dairy

Ms Joanne Theodore

Sharefarmer

Princetown

Mr Andrew Theodore

Sharefarmer

Princetown

Mr Phil Brown

Executive Officer

Country Education Project

Mr Alexander Keir

Student

Timboon P‐12 School

Ms Emma Inglis

Student

Timboon P‐12 School

Ms Rachel Mariner

Student

Lavers Hill P‐12 College

Mr Kevin Tesselaar

Dairy Farmer

Timboon
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Mr Frank Ryan

Dairy Farmer

Timboon

Ms Rosalie Moorfield

Principal

Timboon P‐12 School

Ms Sophie Hester

Dairy Farmer

Young Dairy Development
Program

Mr Mark Nevill

Dairy Farmer

Mepunga

Mr Johan Botha‐Odendaal

Site Manager

LawrieCo

Mr Doug McGuire

Dairy Farmer

Timboon

Mr Adrian Hoffmann

Dairy Farmer

Timboon

24 October 2011 | MELBOURNE – Public Hearing
Name

Position

Organisation

Mr Andrew Broad

President

Victorian Farmers Federation

Ms Ailsa Gibson

Policy and Administration
Officer, Young Agribusiness
Professionals

Victorian Farmers Federation

Dr Simon Livingstone

Principal

Marcus Oldham College

Mr Michael Carroll

Director

Meat and Livestock Australia

Mr Brad Jenkins

General Manager

Royal Agricultural Society of
Victoria

Ms Kate Heeps

Manager of Research and
Rural Engagement

Royal Agricultural Society of
Victoria

Ms Caitlin Scholfield

Coordinator

AgNext

Ms Belinda
Bassingthwaighte

Coordinator

AgNext

2 November 2011 | DOOKIE – Site Visit
Name

Position

Organisation

Ms Ros Gall

Director, School of Land and
Environment

University of Melbourne

Dr Andrew Hamilton

Senior Research Fellow and
Science Director, School of
Land and Environment

University of Melbourne

Mr Bill O’Connor

Campus Manager, School of
Land and Environment

University of Melbourne
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Ms Lucy Collins

Third Year Student, School of
Land and Environment

University of Melbourne

Ms Amelia Welsh

Third Year Student, School of
Land and Environment

University of Melbourne

Mr Brendan Torpy

Third Year Student, School of
Land and Environment

University of Melbourne

Mr Lachlan Vagg

Third Year Student, School of
Land and Environment

University of Melbourne

Mr Cody Stewart

Third Year Student, School of
Land and Environment

University of Melbourne

3 November 2011 | SHEPPARTON – Public Hearing
Name

Position

Organisation

Ms Sarah Parker

Chief Executive Officer

Murray Dairy

Ms Patricia Moran

National Adviser and
Secretary

National Council of Women of
Victoria, Goulburn Valley
Branch

Ms Norma Sutherland

Grain Property Owner

Shepparton

Mr Andrew Plunkett

Chairman

Fruit Growers Victoria Ltd

Mr John Wilson

General Manager and
Secretary

Fruit Growers Victoria Ltd

Mr Gary Godwell

Director Education Portfolio

Fruit Growers Victoria Ltd

Mr Peter Schwarz

Member Southern Region
Panel

Grains Research and
Development Corporation

Ms Jennifer Savage

Owner

Savage Fish Pty Ltd

Ms Marjorie Brewer

Dairy Farmer

Shepparton

Ms Ellen Grinter

Secretary

Victorian Young Farmers

Ms Erin Hendy

Member

Victorian Young Farmers

Ms Jennifer Grinter

Member

Victorian Young Farmers

Mr Adrian Weston

Member

Campaspe Concerned Citizens

Mr Kevin Sutton

Member

Campaspe Concerned Citizens

Mr Robert Danielli

Member

Campaspe Concerned Citizens

Ms Alison Couston

Member

Campaspe Concerned Citizens
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16 November 2011 | CANBERRA – Consultations
Name

Position

Organisation

Dr Sam Nelson

Manager Rural Affairs

National Farmers’ Federation

Mr Brian Duggan

Manager Workplace
Relations and Legal Affairs

National Farmers’ Federation

Mr Craig Burns

Managing Director

Rural Industries Research
and Development
Corporation

Mr Phillip Glyde

Deputy Secretary

Department of Agriculture,
Forestry and Fisheries

Mr Allen Grant

First Assistant Secretary,
Agricultural Productivity
Division

Department of Agriculture,
Forestry and Fisheries

Mr Michael Ryan

Acting Assistant Secretary,
Research and Development
and Food Security

Department of Agriculture,
Forestry and Fisheries

Mr Niel Jacobsen

General Manager, Regional
Strategies and R&D Adoption

AgriFood Skills Australia

5 DECEMBER 2011 | MELBOURNE – Public Hearing
Name

Position

Organisation

The Hon Peter Walsh MP

Minister for Agriculture and
Food Security, Minister for
Water

Victorian Government

Dr Deborah Peterson

Deputy Secretary Policy and
Strategy

Department of Primary
Industries

Mr Peter Parbery

Senior Policy Analyst Rural
and Regional Policy, Policy
and Strategy Group

Department of Primary
Industries

13 DECEMBER 2011 | LAKES ENTRANCE – Site Visit
Name

Position

Organisation

Mr Geoff Ellis

Director

Seafood Industry Victoria

Mr Peter Clark

Chairman

Seafood Industry Victoria
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13 DECEMBER 2011 | LAKES ENTRANCE – Public Hearing
Name

Position

Organisation

Ms Fiona Weigall

Manager Major Projects and East Gippsland Shire Council
Economic Development

Dr Nicola Watts

Member Economic
Development Advisory
Board

East Gippsland Shire Council

Mr Simon Boag

Chief Executive Officer

South East Trawl Fishing
Industry Association

Mr David Guillot

Board Member

South East Trawl Fishing
Industry Association

Mr Matt Jenkins

Commercial Fisherman

Victorian Bays and Inlets
Fisheries Association

Mr Richard Owen

General Manager

South East Australian
Maritime Education Centre

Mr Arthur Allen

Deputy Chair

Seafood Industry Victoria

Mr Gary Leonard

Chairman

Leftrade Ltd

27 FEBRUARY 2012 | MELBOURNE – Youth Forum
Name

Position

Organisation

Ms Prue Addlem

Member

Young Agribusiness
Professionals, Victorian
Farmers Federation

Primary Producer

G&K Addlem Primary
Producers, Bendigo

Mr Chris Walsh

Director

Access Farming Pty Ltd

Ms Caitlin Scholfield

Coordinator

AgNext

Mr James Clark

Coordinator

South Gippsland
Agribusiness Professionals

Ms Alexandra Gartmann

Chief Executive Officer

Foundation for Rural and
Regional Renewal

Mr Ben Reeve

Recruitment Manager

Mike Stephens and
Associates

* 64 people from across Victoria attended the Forum.
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Youth Forum Recommendations
Youth Forum Recommendation 1
That the state government encourage establishment of an Industry Action Group which
would be comprised of board members from different sectors of the industry or leaders
from peak bodies and representatives from the education sector. The group would be
responsible for positive media coverage and advertising as well as promoting industry
networking opportunities to those outside of it.

Youth Forum Recommendation 2
That government and industry take on the key inclusive message: agriculture has a
career for everyone.

Youth Forum Recommendation 3
That the state government assist schools to make use of agricultural campuses such as
Dookie College, which rural communities believe are not fully utilised, for school camps
for students from urban areas.

Youth Forum Recommendation 4
That the state government ensure agriculture is a compulsory component of the school
curriculum.

Youth Forum Recommendation 5
That the state government examine ways in which successful programs such as Cows
Create Careers can be incorporated into schools across Victoria.
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Youth Forum Recommendation 6
That the state government partner with industry to send ‘champions’ into schools across
Victoria, to speak to students about education and career pathways.

Youth Forum Recommendation 7
That the state government provide funding for ‘Gateways’ schools programs such as the
Mansfield agribusiness program for consideration and adoption by other schools.

Youth Forum Recommendation 8
That the state government develop a ‘support platform’ targeting people coming out of
universities and TAFEs where people completing their final year at university can be
exposed to opportunities in agriculture.

Youth Forum Recommendation 9
That the state government, acknowledge that the money budgeted to the stamp duty
concession has not been fully allocated, increase the ceiling for stamp duty concession.

Youth Forum Recommendation 10
That the state government instruct Rural Finance to act in a brokerage role between
farmers and commercial banks.

Youth Forum Recommendation 11
That the state government in partnership with the federal government investigate
allowing self‐managed superannuation funds to be used to support young farmers
starting a business.

Youth Forum Recommendation 12
That the state government partner with industry to fund positions around Victoria that
would work closely with young farmers to implement and apply alternative business
models to their situation.

Youth Forum Recommendation 13
That the state government continue to examine and promote new business models.

Youth Forum Recommendation 14
That the state government develop a succession planning toolkit, recognising that
succession planning will not necessarily be based around family ties. The toolkit could be
placed online, emailed to farmers, as well as mailed out and handed out at field days.

Youth Forum Recommendation 15
That the state government fund the production and distribution of beer coasters
promoting the importance of succession planning.
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Youth Forum Recommendation 16
That the state government require a succession plan to be in place before providing
grants to farmers.

Youth Forum Recommendation 17
That the state government provide stamp duty concession to farmers with a succession
plan in place, recognising that succession planning will not necessarily be based around
family ties.

Youth Forum Recommendation 18
That the state government develop a best practice accreditation program for employers
in the farming sector to publicly acknowledge employers of choice.

Youth Forum Recommendation 19
That the state government develop a best practice education program for farm
employers.

Youth Forum Recommendation 20
That the state government develop a work experience program involving accredited
farm employers.

Youth Forum Recommendation 21
That the state government assist the TAFE and VET sectors to provide a greater
emphasis on peer network group learning.

Youth Forum Recommendation 22
That the state government continue to support the Victorian Young Farmers
organisation in promoting the benefits of a career in agriculture to young people.

Youth Forum Recommendation 23
That the state government work with young farmer network groups across Victoria, to
ensure group aims and target audiences do not overlap.

Youth Forum Recommendation 24
That the state government establish young farmer groups in the Wimmera and Mallee
regions of the state. The groups should have a clear statement of purpose without being
too formal, and would provide a support base for young people to face risk together.

Youth Forum Recommendation 25
That the state government partner with industry to develop a rural mentoring alliance,
to provide young people with the skills and confidence needed to make use of the
different business models available when starting a business.
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Youth Forum Recommendation 26
That the state government facilitate provision of mentors to young farmer groups.

Youth Forum Recommendation 27
That the state government organise a youth forum every year based on the Forum
organised by the Rural and Regional Committee in February 2012.
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Young people in agriculture: survey

RURAL AND REGIONAL COMMITTEE

WORKING IN AGRICULTURE
SURVEY SUMMARY

For more comprehensive survey information please contact the Committee Secretariat.
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Other:
1. Yes, want to help the sector and it's people through research that perhaps isn't as
accessible to most people.
2. Seeking the challenge of good land management.
3. I’m not sure what I want to when I’m out of school.
4. I’m not sure what i want to do at the moment.
5. Own business in Dairy Consultancy.
6. Already working in the dairy industry.
7. Yes, to help protect and promote aus agriculture.
8. Currently working in the service industry to diversify my skills set and build capital
before returning to the family farm.
9. Currently working in agriculture service industry but looking at re‐joining the family
business.
10. No does not interest me at all.
11. I also like the flexible work hours my job allows my as working as an agronomist.
12. I already work in agriculture industry.
13. Passion with human health, environment and especially the poor.
14. I’m not too sure yet.
15. Currently working as a dairy farmer.
16. I grew up in a horticultural family in Sunraysia. My youth was filled with challenges
faced by my parents trying to secure a decent income for a large family. When your
whole years income can be decimated by a weather event, or alternatively, you are
at the mercy of farmers co‐operatives being able to secure good prices, and trade
policies, then combination of factors contribute to my decision not to pursue a
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career 'on the land'. I was fortunate that in the Whitlam era support for people to go
to university was a priority.
17. Already participating therefore I do not "need to consider" as per this question
format.
18. I currently have a career in agriculture, I work in agricultural finance.
19. Working in agricultural law.
20. Yes, to change the way we farm to better appreciate the impacts and opportunity
that the natural environment has on food production.
21. I currently work on the family property.
22. Yes, working with other like‐minded people.
23. Already do work in Ag.
24. Passion & love it.
25. Already in the cattle industry and hope to continue as long as government doesn't
introduce more levies that will just about wipe us out.
26. Yes, practical application of science and technology.
27. I have worked on many different farms in NZ, Australia and UK. I love the work but I
think that unless you are a farm owner or farmers son/daughter. The returns in
terms of pay and lifestyle are not worth it. I now work in rural finance
28. Already in it.
29. I currently work in agriculture. Everyone has a vested interest in food. It's always a
hot topic. Similarly, agriculture faces a suite challenges so there's a variety of
subjects to engage in.
30. Working in finance for agri.
31. Currently working with Finance organisation specialising in Agriculture.
32. My wife and I have been dairy farming for 3 years and wouldn't go back to working
for someone else, I would really like to see the government give young farmers more
assistance to progress through to farm ownership. The price of farms now days is so
high it makes purchasing a first farm near impossible.
33. I used to work within agriculture. I'm now employed in agricultural finance because
recognition of work seemed more attainable. I wanted career growth. Not just a job.
34. Yes, I think food production is an important and interesting area.
35. I already work in the industry in an agribusiness management role.
36. Yes, I love what I'm doing.
37. Agricultural scientist.
38. I love to work outdoors, work hard, work with real people, and contribute my skills
to developing family businesses.
39. Fundamental profession for food security, natural resource management and
community.
40. The challenge of feeding the world.
41. Yes, contributing to global food production.
42. I already work in the ag sector.
43. Also love working with youth of the dairy industry.
44. Enjoy looking after the land for future generations.
45. Yes, currently working in the grains industry.
46. Yes ‐ genuine passion and interest in the industry and desire to make a difference
47. Yes, to encourage more people to be involved in agriculture and to deliver positive
messages about agriculture.
48. Retired from teaching agriculture [Secondary and T.A.F.E]. Currently operating an
International Agricultural Exchange programs for people between the ages of 20 and
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30 years, which enables to travel overseas to gain additional agricultural
experiences.
49. Lifestyle – I work as a governess on a large cattle station, and employed by a large
cattle company. You can't beat the lifestyle and community that living together on a
station brings.
50. Starting new job as agronomist next year, grown up on a farm and realise
importance of agriculture.
51. I work in dairy research and extension.
52. Currently working in ag industry in the service sector.
53. Believer in maintaining Agricultural skills; Food interests.
54. Yes – rewarding, great opportunities, more 'business orientated' than people think,
travel, great people.
55. Lifestyle.
56. I'm working in agriculture currently (agribusiness/Policy).
57. I am already a primary producer & a teacher of secondary Agribusiness students.
58. I work in Agribusiness (office based and on‐farm). I enjoy the team I work with, the
clients I deal with, and being a part of a diverse and dynamic industry.
59. I believe agriculture in Australia has an amazing future if issues such as foreign
ownership (follow NZ model), biotechnology are addressed properly and I want to be
part of that future.
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Other:
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.
8.

No money long hrs.
Work with animals.
Work with animals.
Working on the land.
Poor cash flow, great asset development, long hours and hard work.
Scientist, consultancy, sustainability.
Great lifestyle choice.
In relation to Q 10 below: Government scheme would need to be of substantial size
to deal with turnover of farms post Settlement Scheme. Long term low interest loans
or similar. Currently Gov schemes don’t go far enough so there is more value in
improving overall image of agriculture.
9. Farming.
10. Sustainability. Environmental damage. Monoculture.
11. Something Different everyday.
12. Pay retail for everything, sell everything at wholesale and pay the freight both
ways!!!!
13. Personal interest.
14. We are feeding the nation in tough conditions, and have to deal with the ignorant
public they just don’t understand how things operate.
15. Enjoyment and fulfilment.
16. As with question 7 above, there is some sigma out there that only the dumb bunnies
would go back to agriculture in some places. But I think if we all seriously sat down
and considered it, we would not function well as a nation without the primary
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industry being there to back everyone up. Yes there are some pretty rough and
tough working conditions, you sure keep yourself fit doing things that every OH&S
officer would have a fit seeing you doing but its a passion for a lifestyle that keeps us
all here. Yes you can make a business out of it, hence why I also ticked business
management, but for a lot of us it is all from the heart. It is something we do because
we love it. I am not sure how many other industries would have that number of
people that the agricultural sector does where people don't see themselves going to
work everyday, they see themselves just doing what they love to do everyday. Rarely
do you here a farmer counting the days of the week to get to the weekend, or the
numbers of hours they have to work that day. In fact most of us love to work before
sunrise til after dark. How many officer workers love to do that??? Maybe I am bias,
but I think it is an awesome industry!!
17. The question (9) below is rubbish. I grew up on a farm but my parents are not farm
owners so there is not a succession plan in place.
18. I have ticked all here because everyone of these phrases resonate with me.
19. Vital part of the community.
20. Hard work but very rewarding.
21. Over worked and under paid. You do it because you love it.
22. Living and working on the land.
23. Given the recent obesity stats, the nation knows too well how to feed itself. I
definitely have a complex view of agriculture, great opportunity, but often in the
wrong places for young people... not much you can do with geography though.
24. Poorly paid.
25. Honourable work.
26. Not my perception but I think it is one commonly held.
27. This is a comment in answer to Question 10. In France the government requires all
young people wishing to pursue a career in Agriculture to have a tertiary agricultural
qualification, work for a minimum of six months in another country. On meeting
these requirement as the Government will give low interest loans to these people to
enable them to get into a practical agriculture profession. They have to apply for the
loan within five years of fulfilling the requirements for the loan. The loan is repaid
within 12 years.
28. While I think that so many work with tough conditions, there are many great career
opportunities as agriculture becomes a national priority.
29. Low Pay Low return on investment.
30. I really like those phrases.
31. Ability to work internationally, Ability to work in a diverse range of sectors,
challenging environment which encourages innovation and an ability to adapt.
32. Essential. Taken advantage of. Misunderstood. Future proof.
33. Overlooked by the government when it is such a large part of Australia's economy.
34. Lifestyle choice.
35. Dynamic and diverse, with difficult seasonal conditions to contend with year in and
year out.
36. Low pay rates.
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Appendix Six
Labour and skills shortages data
Primary Skills Victoria – Submission #11
The submission to this Inquiry from Primary Skills Victoria includes information on
recruitment difficulties faced by agricultural businesses based on the Australian Bureau
of Statistics document ‘ABS 8155.0 – Australian Industry, 2009‐10’. Primary Skills Victoria
concludes that the sector is facing skills and labour shortages as well as a decrease in
employment numbers:
It was found that 70 per cent of businesses experience difficulty in recruiting
suitably skilled staff with semi‐skilled (60 per cent), management (49 per cent)
and labourers (34 per cent) in most demand. Compared with other industry
sectors such as health care which experienced growth in the order of 24,000
extra people being employed, agriculture, forestry and fishing had the largest
proportional decrease (4.7 per cent) in employment…

ForestWorks – Submission #46
In its submission, ForestWorks lists the following areas as experiencing skills shortages:








Forest growing and management
Harvesting and haulage
Sawmilling and processing
Pulp and paper manufacturing
Timber manufactured products
Wood panel and board production
Timber merchandising.
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Primary Skills Victoria, Industry Skill Needs Report, Skills Victoria,
Melbourne 2011
Primary Skills Victoria’s Industry Skill Needs Report for 2011 forms part of the ongoing
advice Primary Skills Victoria provides to the Victorian Skills Commission.
Appendix 4 of the report, ‘Occupations in demand’, lists the following occupations:




















Arborist
Vegetable grower
Vegetable farm worker
Nurseryperson
Gardener (general)
Greenkeeper
Animal technician
Animal control officer
Grain, oilseed or pasture grower
Agricultural and horticultural mobile plant operator
Pig farmer
Dairy cattle farm worker
Mixed livestock farm worker
Sheep farmer worker
Aquaculture farmer
Aquaculture worker
Agricultural consultant
Vocational education teachers
Biosecurity officer.

SED Consulting, Workforce Development Plan for the Victorian Grains
and Dairy Industries, Victorian Government, Melbourne 2010
Grains
The authors identified shortages in:





Contractors for cropping, spray application, harvesting and logistics (truck driving)
Grain assessors
Specialist agronomists
Independent agronomic consultants – ie not employed by input providers such as
seed, chemicals and fertiliser suppliers – rather than agronomists in general.

Dairy
The authors identified shortages across all job levels, including:




Operator level (Assistant farmhand, Certificate II) to Farmhand at Certificate III level
Farm supervisor at Certificate IV level
Production manager (eg herd and pasture managers) at Diploma level
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Business manager at Advanced Diploma level.

The following paragraph reveals that farmers’ reticence to advertise their vacant
positions is a barrier to acquiring accurate data on employment in the dairy industry:
An important point to make is that many of the positions available are not
advertised. We were told, notably in the south‐west, that employers do not
bother with advertisements because they receive no responses except from
‘tyre‐kickers’ who are often undesirable. If governments are relying upon job
advertisements as indicators of skills gaps, as we believe they are, they will be
misled as to the true state of the job market.

Department of Innovation, Industry and Regional Development,
Regional Skills and Labour Needs Survey 2009,
Victorian Government, Melbourne 2009
Workforce Victoria carried out a survey of 226 businesses in 2009. The table below lists:
occupations; the percentage of employers requiring qualifications; the amount of
experience required; and the percentage of positions that were not filled.
Occupations difficult to recruit
Occupation category
Qualifications

Experience
None

Farm, Forestry and
Garden Workers
Farm Managers
Skilled Animal and
Horticultural Workers
Agricultural and
Forestry Plant
Operators
Truck Drivers
Agricultural, Medical
and Science
Technicians
Agricultural and
Forestry Scientists
Hospitality Workers
Food Processing
Workers
Mechanical Engineering
Trades Workers

Rural and Regional Committee

Did not
fill

89% no quals

66%

1–5
years
34%

5–10
years
0%

16%

62% no quals
67% no quals

23%
33%

62%
67%

15%
0%

38%
17%

100% no quals

40%

60%

0%

60%

100% no quals
75% no quals

0%
25%

100%
75%

0%
0%

25%
25%

100% university

67%

33%

0%

67%

67% no quals
100% no quals

67%
50%

33%
50%

0%
0%

0%
50%

100% TAFE

0%

100%

0%

50%
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Department of Education, Employment and Workplace Relations, Skills
Shortages Australia 2011, Commonwealth of Australia, Canberra 2012
These biannual reports provide information about the Australian labour market and
report on the results of ongoing skill shortage research undertaken by the Department
of Education, Employment and Workplace Relations.
This publication is based on research undertaken in the Department‘s 2011 research
program, which included contact with around 5,000 employers. The research is based on
a survey of employers who have recently advertised positions and covers a range of
skilled occupations, particularly in the trades and professions.
Agriculture and horticulture occupations, December quarter 2011
Occupations in cluster
Rating
Agricultural scientist/consultant
Shortage
Shearer
Shortage
Arborist
Shortage
Landscape gardener
Shortage
Greenkeeper
No shortage
Nurseryperson
No shortage
The report states that employment in Agriculture fell in the year to November 2011 by
10.3 per cent or 32,100 jobs, although there was a great variety across the sector.

AgriFood Skills Australia, 2011 Environmental Scan of the Agrifood
Industry: Australia’s regions, Australia’s future,
AgriFood Skills Australia, Canberra 2011
Appendix C, ‘Occupations and qualifications in demand’, lists the following occupations:
Food, Beverages and Pharmaceuticals








Food technologist
Environmental health officer
Primary product inspectors
Bakers
Pastry cooks
Baking factory worker
Dairy products maker.

Meat Industry








Meat inspector
Butchers or smallgoods makers
Meat boner and slicer
Slaughterer
Meat process worker
Meat packer
Product quality controller

Page 370

Rural and Regional Committee

Appendix Six | Labour and skills shortages data




Product grader
Food trades assistant.

Agriculture, Horticulture, Animal Care, Conservation and Land Management





























Farmers and farm managers
Horse breeder
Pig farmer
Agricultural consultant
Agricultural scientist
Conservation officer
Environmental research scientist
Park ranger
Environmental scientist
Agricultural technician
Animal attendants and trainers
Shearer
Veterinary nurse
Gardener (General)
Arborist
Landscape gardener
Greenkeeper
Nursery person
Technicians and trades workers
Agricultural and horticultural mobile plant operators
Poultry process worker
Vegetable farm worker
Beef cattle farm worker
Dairy cattle farm worker
Mixed livestock farm worker
Sheep farm worker
Livestock farm worker
Mixed crop and livestock worker.

Seafood








Aquaculture farmer
Master fisher
Diver
Seafood process worker
Aquaculture worker
Deck hand
Fishing hand.
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Rural Industries Research and Development Corporation, Australia’s
Rural Workforce: An analysis of labour shortages in rural Australia, Rural
Industries Research and Development Corporation, Canberra 2009
The information in this 2009 publication is based on a survey of 527 employers in six
rural regions across Australia. Note: following tables are partial representations only.
Table 4.3. Enterprises reporting difficulties in recruiting staff by sector and region.
Industry Sector No difficulties
Difficulties
Difficulties
Difficulties
in recruiting
recruiting
recruiting both
recruiting
unskilled
skilled and
mainly skilled
labour
unskilled
labour
labour
Agriculture,
36.5%
51.9%
9.6%
1.9%
forestry and
fishing
Mining
54.5%
9.1%
18.2%
18.2%
Manufacturing
28.6%
41.4%
24.3%
5.7%
Construction
6.3%
18.8%
60.4%
14.6%
and utilities
Retail and
66.2%
26.0%
1.3%
6.5%
wholesale
trade
Table 4.14. Skill deficiencies by industry sector.
Industry Sector
1
2
3
4
5
6
Agriculture, forestry and
5.1%
17.9%
35.9%
5.1%
0.0%
35.9%
fishing
Mining
0.0%
7.7%
38.5% 23.1% 23.1%
7.7%
Manufacturing
12.3%
9.9%
8.6%
24.7%
2.5%
42.0%
Construction and utilities
6.4%
19.1%
14.9% 36.2%
0.0%
23.4%
Retail and wholesale trade
12.0%
17.3%
24.0%
8.0%
5.3%
33.3%
1 = Basic literacy and numeracy; 2 = Knowledge and skills derived from workplace
experience; 3 = Level I and II knowledge and skills; 4 = Level III and higher skills; 5 =
University or equivalent level skills; 6 = Personal attributes.

Labour Force Projections






The Australian Farm Institute commissioned a report titled, Towards a Better
Understanding of Current and Future Human Resource Needs of Australian
Agriculture.
The report was based on a survey 80 farms and published in June 2010.
It found that in 2008 there were 305,000 people employed in agriculture across
Australia, with an undersupply of 96,000 full‐time workers and 10,000 part‐time
workers – which equals 101,000 FTE.
This was based on the survey finding an unmet demand of 29% for full‐time workers
and an unmet demand of 12.3% for part‐time workers.
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Labour demand and supply shortage, 2008
Type of employment
Labour supply
Labour shortage
Full‐time employed
87.3%
12.7%
Part‐time employed
71%
29%
Casual
95.3%
4.7%
Seasonal
92.2%
7.8%
Contractor
99.3%
0.7%
Source: Australian Farm Institute, Towards a Better Understanding of Current and
Future Human Resource Needs of Australian Agriculture, Australian Farm Institute,
Sydney 2010.
Key industries and projected unmet demand across Australia




Horticulture with a requirement for an additional 9,322 workers by 2018
Broadacre cropping with a requirement for an additional 5,612 workers by 2018
Intensive livestock with a requirement for an additional 2,284 workers by 2018.
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