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Abstract

Objectives

The aim of this project was to understand the current legal, policy and
business status of Australian beekeeping permissions on public lands.
The project examined apiary permissions across Australian jurisdictions
and contrasted their status with those enjoyed by other industries that
use public land. It investigated the potential implications of upgrading
apiary permissions, the potential for state government legislation or
policy change, and possible approaches for the rollout of more secure
tenure agreements.
Relative to other users, beekepers have inadequate tenure over public
lands. This project identified alternative models for beekeepers to hold
secure tenure, noting that state government enabling legislation would
need to change to facilitate their implementation.
While it may be possible to establish the conditions necessary for
apiary permits to upgrade from an insecure licence to a lease, the more
likely outcome will be a strengthening of apiary permits under existing
legislation via more favourable policy settings.

Background
Floral resource access on public land underpins
Australian beekeeping businesses and the
essential pollination services they provide. Most
states lack policies that provide resource security
for beekeepers. Beekeepers rely on apiary permits
that can be terminated at short notice and provide
no compensation when the floral resource is
degraded by timber harvest or controlled burn. In
most instances, apiary permits do not provide the
same level of property rights protection as a water
licence or an oyster licence.

The origin of this project was in the longstanding
frustration felt by Australian beekeeping
businesses with both the lack of secure access
to the resources on which they rely and the
perception that they are treated as lesser
stakeholders in the sustainable management
of forestry resources. Consequently, this
project was to review the security of tenure
for beekeepers that use public lands; contrast
beekeeper property rights with those of other
users of public land; and examine the potential
for, as well as the benefits and costs of, improved
property rights for beekeepers.

The objective of this project was to provide analysis
for the leadership of the Australian beekeeping
industry that, when implemented, will deliver
additional business certainty and an incentive for
beekeepers to invest in their industry.
The study was to:
•

Examine the current legal status of a
representative set of apiary permits on public land

•

Prepare case studies that highlight secure
property rights enjoyed by other users of the
public estate

•

Advice on reasons state governments might resist
upgrading beekeeper status was provided, and an
analysis of how these changes might be rolled out
was undertaken.
Finally, the report consolidated all facets of the
analysis, along with next steps the leadership of the
Australian beekeeping industry can take to resolve
current insecure beekeeper tenure.

Key findings and recommendations
The key findings and recommendations of this
project are:
•

Relative to other users of public land,
beekeepers have inadequate tenure. For
example, compensation for a change in
resource quality is not available under state
legislation regardless of whether a permit,
licence or lease is held. This contrasts with other
legislation under which state governments are
obliged to provide for timber harvest and land
management using controlled burns.

•

Strengthening apiary permissions from licences
to leases, while conferring more secure rights,
will require legislative amendment. Given the
paucity of industry resources, pursuit of legislative
change is not recommended at this time unless a
scheduled review of the legislation is planned.

•

In the immediate term, upgrading apiary permissions
under existing legislation should be pursued through
changes in discretionary agency policy. Changes in
policy settings can increase the capital value of an
apiary permission granted to a beekeeper.

•

It is recommended that state beekeeping bodies
‘lock in’ the principle of permission charges
based on cost recovery. Other key negotiation
points include:

Identify beekeeper benefits and costs from
strengthened property rights, and barriers to
securing this outcome on public lands.

The project was to build on useful work already
available through AgriFutures Australia that
identified gaps and inconsistencies in tenure across
each of the Australian jurisdictions (Clarke, 2019).

Research
The current status of apiary permits across Australian
jurisdictions was reviewed and consolidated. This
included consideration of factors such as renewal
periods, fees, the type of tenure available for
beekeepers, as well as beekeepers’ ability to transfer
and sell sites. The legal status of a representative set
of apiary permits was analysed, six examples of which
were contrasted with six case studies that highlighted
the position of beekeepers in relation to other licence
holders of the national estate.
Analysis included legal advice on reasons why
permits cannot be upgraded to improve the security
of tenure of beekeeping on public lands. Advice was
provided on whether there are legal differences in
the meaning of ‘permit’, ‘licence’ and ‘lease’, and other
common tenure terminology.
The implications associated with upgrading
permissions on public lands were evaluated,
including analysis of the capital value of beekeeping
businesses with and without improved security of
tenure, and the ability for beekeepers to borrow and
invest in their business.

•

Provisions that make termination of a
permit difficult

•

Temporary transfer of sites

•

Extension of the duration of a permission

•

Rent relief

•

Provision of alternative sites when current
sites are impacted by controlled burn or
timber harvest

•

The findings of this project should be
communicated to the peak industry body, the
Australian Honey Bee Industry Council, for
distribution to state beekeeping associations.
State beekeeping associations should consider
the potential boost to beekeeper business profit,
capital value, equity, borrowing capacity, and the
ability to expand their business.

Implications
The Australian beekeeping industry is able to argue
in favour of more secure tenure for the public land
permissions beekeepers hold. Commercially managed
honey bees play a vital role in the pollination of
Australian food crops, food for domestic consumption
and income earned from the sale of exported food.
Pollination services are dependent on access to
forested public lands, and the apiary value of these
lands have been diminished by state government
policy decisions (controlled burns, timber harvesting)
and east coast forest fires in the summer of 201920. Carefully managed honey bees have a low
environmental impact on the ecology of forested areas.

“The Australian beekeeping industry
is able to argue in favour of more
secure tenure for the public land
permissions they hold. Commercially
managed honey bees play a vital
role in the pollination of Australian
food crops, food for domestic
consumption and income earned
from the sale of exported food.”

A more secure apiary permit as a result of the policy
changes outlined above will have financial implications
for commercial beekeeping businesses. Benefits for
beekeepers include increased business capital value,
business profit and return on capital value, business
equity relative to debts held in the business, and
increased capacity to borrow, invest and expand the
business with additional business equity. In exchange
for more secure tenure, state agencies may seek a
more commercial return on public land (i.e., increased
fees for use).
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