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Foreword 
Land is the foundational asset for rural industries. However, a definitive assessment of land ownership 
patterns across rural Australia has never taken place. In one sense, this is not surprising. Detailed 
information on land ownership is held by State Government repositories, and only with the advent of 
digitisation and emergent Geographic Information Systems (GIS) has it been practically possible to 
examine and interpret these large and complex datasets. 

Through access to State-based land titles datasets and the use of GIS methodologies, this report 
provides the first comprehensive national assessment of rural landholding patterns. It argues that these 
previously under-researched databases shed critical new light on contemporary transformations 
occurring in rural Australia. The benchmark data and methodological techniques provided by this 
research project establish a vital starting point for future research.  

Via this project we now have, for the first time, authoritative estimates of the annual rates of rural land 
ownership turnover in rural Australia.  

The report covers the period 2004-08. This was a crucial period in the recent history of rural Australia, 
as it coincides with the severe drought in the eastern states. 

It should be noted that this period pre-dates concerns about foreign ownership and food security issues, 
and an update of the data, should it be possible, would likely give a changed, and more useful picture.  

The results of this research are presented in a series of reports. This current volume provides 
background context and a national perspective on these issues. It is complemented by a series of state-
based reports that provide detailed pictures of the spatial patterning of rural land ownership change. 

Information presented in this report represents the outcomes from an original methodology using 
never-before analysed land titles data sourced from State Government custodian agencies for land 
titles data. Through this data, new insights into socio-economic and land use change are generated and 
this has opened up an entirely new field and framework for understanding the dimensions of change 
currently occurring in rural Australia.  

This project was funded from RIRDC Core Funds which are provided by the Australian Government. 

This report is an addition to RIRDC’s diverse range of over 2000 research publications and it forms 
part of our National Rural Issues R&D program which aims to identify and undertake research to 
inform national policy development and debate on issues important to rural industries. 

 
Most of RIRDC’s publications are available for viewing, free downloading or purchasing online at 
www.rirdc.gov.au. Purchases can also be made by phoning 1300 634 313. 

 

 

Craig Burns 
Managing Director 
Rural Industries Research and Development Corporation 

http://www.rirdc.gov.au/
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Glossary 
‘Churn rate’ The rate of land ownership change, measured in one of three ways: (i) the area of 

land changing ownership in a given year, as a percentage of all measured land; (ii) 
the number of land parcels changing ownership, as a percentage of the total number 
of measured parcels; (iii) the ‘composite index’ reflecting an average of the 
measurement methods (i) and (ii) above. 

Land parcel The basic unit of land, with a unique spatial identifier 

Property A collection of contiguous parcels under common ownership 

Holding The accumulation of properties within a single LGA 

Farm enterprise All land that is either owned or leased for agricultural operations across different 
LGAs 

Aggregation A change in land parcel ownership and the new owner is already an existing rural 
land owner in the LGA. It implies that the size of the buyer’s holding increases 
from one year to the next 

Fragmentation The sale or disposal of a land parcel to a new owner with no existing ownership of 
land in the same LGA, in the context where the original owner still retains 
ownership of other land within the LGA 

Downsizing A sub-category of fragmentation. This occurs when a landowner reduces the size of 
her/his holding by selling off one or more parcels but retains some land 

Sub-division When a landowner does not simply sell off an existing parcel, but applies through 
the relevant land titling authorities for a change in parcel boundaries that converts 
one parcel into two or more 

Changeover When an entire holding is transferred to a third party with no pre-existing land 
assets in the same LGA 
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Executive Summary 
What the report is about 

This report presents the first ever comprehensive national study of rural land ownership in Australia. 
Changing patterns of rural land ownership provide important evidence on the character of rural 
restructuring. The documentation provided in this study shows the rate at which land is changing 
hands on an LGA-by-LGA basis across the nation, and the broad details of buyers. Specifically, the 
report illustrates how rural land is being re-bundled to suit new demands, whether that be through 
aggregation into larger-sized holdings, the fragmentation of existing holdings (often associated with 
transitions from agricultural to non-agricultural uses), acquisitions by government (for the creation of 
new National Parks, etc), or as elements of a shift from family-based to corporate-based agriculture 
(evidenced in whether land titles are held in individuals’ or companies’ names). 

Who is the report targeted at? 

This report provides important insights for investors and policy-makers keen to understand the 
dynamics of how changing patterns of land ownership intersect with rural economy and society. In 
particular, it has relevance for stakeholders in industry, public policy and research communities 
interested in the productive and environmental ramifications of changing patterns of land ownership.  

What is the geographical scope of this report? 

This report presents rural land ownership data across the six states of Australia. Data available at the 
time has limited the scope of this project to a period between 2004 and 2008. 

Background 

This report is the first of its kind, representing a new arena for future rural research. Only in the past 
few years, with the full digitisation of land titles data which can be linked through databases to the 
cadastre (the geographic record of land parcel boundaries), has it been possible to undertake the kinds 
of analyses documented in this report.  

Aims/objectives 

This report has three objectives. 

• First, it demonstrates the capacity and potential for using land titles databases to inform rural 
policy. The primary targets for this objective are researchers and policy-makers. 

• Second, it generates benchmark data on patterns of rural land ownership across Australia. This 
meets the needs of investors in rural property (such as agribusiness firms) and parties with 
professional interests in this field, including local government planners, agricultural analysts, 
and environmental regulators. 

• Third, the research documents the characteristics of the buyers of rural land (whether they are 
existing landowners, new property market entrants, individuals, corporate entities, etc). 
Moreover, at a wider scale, this report responds not only to the needs of the interest groups 
listed above, but also aims to inspire new debates about ‘what is going on’ in rural Australia. 
This project, in brief, has an objective to generate new, ‘blue sky’ data sets for interpreting 
rural change. 
 

Methods used  

This report presents an originally-developed set of methods applied to the task of analysing 
approximately five million land parcel assessment records for five years (2004-2008 inclusive) across 
the six Australian states. These records were incorporated into a Geographic Information System (GIS) 
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for spatial representation. During the course of preparing this publication, preliminary results from this 
analysis were then cross-checked before publication with a series of key stakeholders, including 
relevant State and Federal Government agencies, local government representatives and academic 
researchers. 

Results/key findings 

• Over the four-year period from 2004 to 2008, approximately 16.8% of land in the agriculturally 
productive area of rural Australia changed ownership. This equates to an average ‘churn rate’ 
(propensity of land to change ownership) of 4.25% per year. 

• The incidence of rural land ownership change tended to be higher in the more densely populated 
states (NSW, Vic, Tas) than SA, WA and Qld. This was likely due to the relatively greater 
strength of non-agricultural demand for land in the former states. 

• The incidence of land ownership churn was relatively weaker in the inland cropping belt, 
compared with trends apparent in both closer settled rural areas, and in the semi-arid and arid 
rangelands. 

• In conjunction with being relatively more quiescent than other rural areas in terms of land 
ownership churn, the cropping belt exhibited a relatively higher incidence of aggregations than 
other parts of rural Australia (cases where land is acquired by an entity already owning land in the 
same LGA). 

• Peri-urban and closer settled areas have relatively higher propensities for land to be acquired by 
newcomers to the LGA. Interpretation of these findings in the context of data on agricultural land 
use clusters suggests that the highest levels of rural land ownership churn in Australia are 
associated with ‘Closer Settled Grazing’ and ‘Closer Settled Cropping’ zones (found in central 
Victoria, the NSW Hunter Valley and Central West, the agriculturally rich landscapes west of 
Brisbane and in northern Tasmania, and areas close to Perth and Adelaide). 

• New methodological techniques which apply land ownership change data to spatial datasets on 
land use are applied through five detailed case studies: (i) North West NSW; (ii) the 
Murrumbidgee region of the NSW Riverina; (iii) Peri-urban and closer settled South Australia; 
(iv) coastal north Queensland, and (v) North West Victoria. Each case reveals particular insights 
into the localised character of rural transformation. 

• Evidence from Western Australia for the year 2008-09 found that larger properties, on average, 
have a higher propensity to change ownership. 

• Land titles databases can potentially play an informing role in debate on corporate and foreign 
ownership of rural land however there are limitations on the extent to which insightful analyses 
can be drawn from their information alone. Examination of this issue in NSW enables 
identification of two spatial clusters in which corporate ownership of land is relatively high (the 
Riverina and the Upper Hunter). 

• Land titles databases can also potentially be used for tracking the spatial strategies implicit within 
rural land aggregation. Preliminary examination of this issue in Yorke Peninsular, South 
Australia, suggests that there is a strong ‘neighbour effect’ in land aggregation, with more than 
half of all aggregations involving the acquisition of contiguous land parcels. 
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Implications for relevant stakeholders: 

Insights from this research have wide relevance for a diverse group of stakeholders. 
 

• For representatives of rural industries, this research can help identify the ways that changing 
patterns of land ownership are connected to industry growth and restructuring. For example, 
this research has found relatively higher rates of ownership churn in land used for sugar 
cultivation in the Mackay and Burdekin Shires, than in other ‘sugar coast’ LGAs further north 
(such as Cairns and Cassowary Coast Shires). Such information has direct relevance for 
industry bodies and lead firms. 

• For rural communities, this research enables comparative assessment of local land ownership 
dynamics. This report and (especially) the State Reports which serve as an accompaniment 
provide individual case-by-case assessment of LGAs. This means that a local community can 
identify the degree to which rates of land ownership change, aggregation and fragmentation 
have occurred at a faster or slower pace than in neighbouring LGAs. This is an important 
perspective which to date has been absent in regional analyses of Australia’s rural economy. 

• For policy makers, this research provides evidence of the capability of national land parcel 
data frame research. As this report argues, geographical analysis of rural Australia have tended 
to rely on comparative counts of people (though the Census of Population and Housing) or 
farm establishments (though the Australian Agricultural Census). The framework established 
by this report enables a third key perspective –the rate at which land is changing hands – to be 
added to analytical efforts. 

 
Recommendations 

This report demonstrates the utility of land titles databases as a new frontier for rural research. Flowing 
from the analysis and findings presented here, seven specific recommendations are made: 

• There is a need for ongoing improvements in data quality and consistency within State 
Government custodian agencies, and for improved coherence between them, if the land parcels 
data frame approach is to meet its potential within rural research. 

• Further initiatives be undertaken to explore the potential development and application of 
nationwide systems which connect legal records of land title to operational information 
relating to ‘who actually uses the land’. 

• Extend the data collection effort initiated by this research into a longer-term time series, which 
eventually would form the basis of an annual publication. 

• Land ownership change data be used to document pathways of change in rural Australia; 
which types of landowners are selling to which types of buyers. 

• Data generated by this project be extended and employed to investigate the inter-relationships 
between regulatory change and rural landholding fragmentation. 

• Research leads provided by this project be explored further, in order to assess the spatial 
manifestations of rural land aggregation, and the implications of this for farm management. 

• Initiatives be undertaken to generate a national scale assessment of the connections between 
agricultural land use and land ownership change, based on newer ownership change data sets 
(see Recommendation 3) and newer land use spatial datasets. 

• It is recommended that the annual monitoring of land ownership trends, in a fashion similar to 
that presented here, be developed. This would provide a set of innovative and highly relevant 
new insights for stakeholder communities in the rural economy, including investors, policy-
makers and regulators. 
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Objectives 
The research project to which this publication contributes has three core objectives. 

First, it has the goal of developing national research capacity in the use of land titles records for rural 
research. To date, the data possessed by custodian agencies has been a largely untapped resource for 
researchers and policy-makers. This neglect has been due, in part, by the fact that these data have been 
held in formats that are not necessarily conducive to research. Databases were designed primarily to 
facilitate the extraction of point-of-time single records for ‘over-the-counter’ enquiries about land 
titles, rather than for the extraction of state-wide records over a multi-year time period. Digitisation of 
the records base, moreover, has been an extended work-in-progress by custodian agencies, meaning 
that a full, clear electronic record of every land parcel in the State is not always available. 
Furthermore, land titling has inherent legal and administrative complexity that complicates its analysis. 
Land can be held in the name of one or more individuals, proprietary companies, trusts, State agencies, 
community organisations, and the Crown. Consequently, the undertaking of this research has 
depended on the development of sophisticated methodologies to facilitate the extraction, ‘cleaning’ 
and manipulation of data. 

Second, this research has the objective of generating foundational statistics on rural land ownership in 
Australia. This includes core yardsticks as the average annual rate of ownership change, the 
characteristics of change (whether, for instance, it is related to the aggregation of land parcels into 
larger holdings, or the fragmentation of parcels into separately owned ones), the nature of ownership 
(by corporations, individuals or other entities) and the relationship between rates of turnover in the 
rural property market and relevant socio-economic variables (such as climatic conditions, for 
example). 

Third, the project seeks to generate the basis for a new research agenda that focuses on the role of rural 
land ownership. Prior to the commencement of this project, there was no systematic basis for assessing 
whether the aggregation and fragmentation of rural land had positive, negative or neutral impacts on 
natural resource management, the productivity of rural industries, or the social sustainability of rural 
communities. Thus, this report seeks to act as a ‘prompting device’ which enlightens stakeholders to 
new possibilities for understanding the character of rural socio-economic and environmental change. 
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Introduction 
Digitisation of land title registries and cadastres is opening a new frontier for research into rural 
Australia. For the first time, it is feasible to systematically examine the millions of property records 
held by custodian agencies in the states and territories. The new knowledge produced from these data 
has the potential to generate transformative insights into the rural economy, and thus facilitate 
informed decision-making by an array of stakeholders in the public and private sectors. The purpose of 
this RIRDC project has been to initiate this research agenda. 

The initial step was to obtain the relevant data from state agencies and devise a methodology for the 
construction of nationwide spatial data sets of ownership change. As detailed in this report, this 
process was far from straightforward. Data sets held by custodian agencies are established to serve a 
myriad of public purposes, with entries appended to individual records at different times for various 
reasons. As a result, databases do not always provide a consistently clear record of ownership 
characteristics. (For example, a parcel owned by a ‘Joanne Smith’ might be reclassified at a later date 
as being owned by a ‘Mrs J Smith’ and these inconsistencies can play havoc with algorithms designed 
to find matching records in large databases). Such problems were further aggravated by state to state 
differences in data records management. These discrepancies frame the question of what it is possible 
to illustrate from land ownership data. Hence, in NSW it was possible to estimate the proportion of the 
state’s rural lands held under different forms of title (individual, corporate, public purpose, etc) 
because the land titles register provided a separate field (or ‘category’) that identified these 
classifications. In other states, such estimates were not possible. Likewise, data management systems 
in Queensland made it effectively impossible to calculate rates of rural land fragmentation and 
aggregation; calculations which were possible in all the other states. 

Notwithstanding the practical circumstances that have dictated some differences in the scope of 
analysis from state to state, this project has been able to generate core measures of rural land 
ownership change at a national level. For all states, it was possible to produce detailed maps of land 
that has changed hands and estimate ‘churn rates’ (the proportion of land changing hands each year) at 
different geographical scales (state-wide, regions of states, and Local Government Areas). These 
original contributions are noteworthy. The prior absence of geo-referenced data sets identifying land 
parcels undergoing ownership change made it effectively impossible to assess the incidence of 
ownership change in the rural land market. Thus, when there is news of major land acquisitions by 
corporate or foreign investors, for example, commentators have been bereft of any clear empirical 
context (either geographical or temporal) to position such events within. In other words, there were no 
comprehensive baseline metrics allowing patterns of land ownership change to be compared over 
space and time.  

The creation of these data sets, however, is just the starting point for the research-wise contribution of 
this project. The existence of geo-referenced land ownership change (‘LOC’) datasets enables an 
ancillary series of questions to be posed about the characteristics of rural land transactions. In the past, 
the lack of authoritative data has meant that the quest to understand ‘who is buying land?’ has been 
mired in snapshot-based analyses and anecdotal accounts. The spatial data sets produced in this project 
help repair these data gaps. Through the use of ownership details in land title registries, this project has 
been able to take steps in identifying critical research questions, such as the extent to which land 
ownership change is associated with: existing land owners expanding (‘aggregating’) or reducing 
(‘fragmenting’) their holdings; the entry of new corporate entities into the land market; and, family 
transfers in the context of inter-generational farm succession. In this project, the presentation of 
insights about these issues has provided analytical texture of the ways in which rural land markets 
operate. 

Taking this a step further, these data open the potential for wider analytical assessments into the 
connections between land ownership patterns and socio-economic and environmental outcomes. Thus, 
the spatial data sets generated by this project act as a resource for wider research that transcend their 
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stand-alone analytical capacities. Armed with data on land ownership, researchers can seek answers 
about the drivers of change in the rural economy. By correlating the rate of land sales with climatic 
and economic data, researchers can assess the role of these factors in land ownership change. By 
linking cadastral data with remotely sensed land use data, researchers can identify the extent to which 
changes in the ownership of land flow into changes in land use; and indeed, whether different classes 
of owners (large, small, aggregators, sub-dividers, etc) are associated with different forms of land use. 
To put it simply, the availability of spatial databases that link land title records to cadastral information 
produces a new lens to look into rural Australia. 

These issues are examined throughout this current report (the ‘National Report’) and in a series of 
accompanying state reports. The National Report presents the foundational conceptual, methodological 
and empirical material that makes this new research arena possible. This includes assessments of the 
vital ‘why’, ‘how’ and ‘what’ questions relevant to this research: why is the assessment of rural land 
ownership important; how was it undertaken, and what are the major findings that flow from the 
analysis? The state-specific series of reports have a complementary remit, providing detailed 
assessments drilled down to the level of State Regions and individual local government areas (LGAs). 

The National Report consists of four chapters that successively build the overall picture of the 
manifestations and implications of land ownership change in rural Australia. Chapter One begins by 
presenting the background drivers of this broad issue. This is a vital starting point for the project as 
there is little point measuring the incidence of LOC in the absence of an interpretive framework for it 
to sit within. As outlined in the first chapter, changing patterns of rural land ownership are the 
evolving expression of how rural spaces are incorporated into national economic, social and political 
formations. Thus, at one level, there is a series of tensions and transitions with regards to the role of 
agriculture as the core land use category in rural Australia. Through an array of processes, which 
crystallise in what Holmes (2006) dubs as Australia’s multifunctional rural transition, there is an 
increasing disassociation between assumed coincidences of rural land ownership with agricultural use 
in many parts of the country. The drivers of these processes are diverse and extensive, and include: the 
retreat of agriculturally productive landscapes through the expansion of peri-urban fringes and the 
creation of rural-residential settlements; conflict with other land-based resource uses (e.g., mining, 
carbon sequestration, farm-based and plantation forestry); the growth of national park, nature reserve 
and protected area portfolios; and increased ownership of land by Indigenous organisations through 
open purchases, legal mediums (Native Title claims) and statutory Land Rights. The overall effect of 
this disparate set of processes is to reposition the role of agriculture as a form of land use in rural 
Australia, rather than establishing it as the norm.  

The repositioning of agriculture in rural Australia, however, is just one aspect in the evolution of rural 
land ownership. Within agriculture itself, there are important developments in terms of the economic 
and social factors that are structuring the ownership of land. The traditionally dominant socio-
economic formation of Australian agriculture has been the family farm–a form of agricultural 
enterprise in which business and household operations are entwined and collocated within a single area 
of land ( a ‘property’) (Pritchard, Burch and Lawrence, 2007: 77). In terms of land, the defining 
characteristic of family farming in rural Australia has been outright ownership (as opposed to tenant 
farming) of single properties. Within individual farming regions, properties have tended to be similarly 
sized, as a result of physical limits to the area of land that could be cultivated/farmed by a single 
family, along with settlement histories (in many parts of the country) that allocated ‘standard blocks’ 
to farm families. However, agricultural restructuring over recent decades has ruptured the tendencies 
towards uniformity in ‘standard operating’, family farming. The decline in agricultural terms of trade 
from the 1970s to 2008 imposed a cost squeeze on farming operations that pressured owners to ‘get 
big or get out’. These trajectories were aided and abetted by the shift to ‘market efficiency’ as a 
paradigm for rural policy within the Australian Government. Program initiatives, such as the 
dismantling of statutory marketing boards, the commercialisation of agricultural assistance and the 
Rural Adjustment Scheme (encouraging farm exit for unviable operations), all contributed to an 
increasingly uneven socio-economic landscape in rural Australia.  
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These directions have had two identifiable corollaries in terms of the dynamics of land ownership 
across rural Australia. First, they have encouraged an overall shift in the organisational formations 
involved in owning and operating agricultural land. It is increasingly the case that Australia’s 
agricultural economy is constituted not by single individuals and families, but by an array of legal 
entities (partnerships, family and non-family trusts, and family and non-family corporations) which 
have been purpose-built to incorporate a greater number of equity interests within farm operations. 
With these transitions has come a more complex set of relationships between the ownership and 
operation of agricultural land. This has included greater non-contiguity in the land assets of individual 
agricultural enterprises (single agricultural holdings operating across several properties) and legal-
commercial separations between the ownership of land (oftentimes in the name of an individual) and 
the agricultural operations actually occurring on that land. The separation of water entitlements from 
land titles, under the carriage of the National Water Initiative (NWI), further complicates these 
relations. It may be the case that, for the joint operation of an agricultural establishment, water owned 
by one party might be applied to land owned by a different party. Second, the consolidation of 
erstwhile family-run farms into multi-property (contiguous and non-contiguous) farm establishments 
paves the way for new investors to enter agriculture via direct acquisitions. During the past decade, 
and especially since the upturn in global commodity prices from around 2007-08, there has been new 
appreciation of the merits of agriculture as an asset class for large-scale investment. Realization of the 
investment potential from agriculture, however, hinges on the exploitation of scale economies. This 
leads to the suggestion that the restructuring of farming into multi-property establishments (which in 
rural Australia have tended to be legally held together through trusts, partnerships, etc) may represent a 
staging post in which the ownership of agricultural land becomes patterned by large holdings held to a 
greater degree (than is currently the case) by highly capitalised investors. Regardless of the extent to 
which such processes may eventuate, the sum effect of recent restructuring has been to encourage a 
more flexible incorporation of land assets within agriculture. Rural land is not coincidental with 
agriculture, and land assets employed for agriculture are not coincidental with family farming. 

With Chapter One having elaborated upon the conceptual issues that are fundamental to understanding 
the relevance of LOC in contemporary rural Australia, Chapter Two has the purpose of setting out this 
project’s conceptual and contextual scaffolding. These discussions frame the ways that readers should 
‘make sense’ of this project’s interpretive insights, and thereby link the conceptual themes of Chapter 
One to the empirical data presented in Chapter Three and onwards. The first step towards this goal is 
to introduce the current project as an example of a land parcels data frame approach, that is, an 
approach which makes use of land parcels as a measurement unit. As discussed in the chapter, the land 
parcels data frame approach sheds a different light on processes of social and economic change in rural 
Australia, as compared to methodologies utilising households (as in the Population Census) or 
establishments (as in the Agricultural Census) as their data frames. This matter is pursued by 
discussing: the relative merits of each of these data frames; the opportunities for integrative research 
across them; and previous examples of data frame approaches within Australian rural research. 
Through these contexts, the current project is situated within existing data and research initiatives in 
rural Australia, thereby revealing its comparative significance. 

Providing a conceptual and contextual set of perspectives on the land parcels data frame approach then 
leads into Chapter Three, which focuses on the methodological issues incumbent within the 
operationalisation of the current project. This necessarily involves the unpacking of a set of complex 
issues relating to the diversity of arrangements under which land can be legally held, and how these 
are recorded in land title registries. Close assessment of these issues is crucial because the concrete 
manifestations of the ways that data are recorded provide the contours for how this project defines and 
measures the phenomenon of land ownership change. This is a considerably more complicated matter 
than meets the eye. Land can be titled under the name of a number of individuals as ‘tenants-in-
common’ (typically, members of the same family). If the names of one or more family members is 
removed from (or added to) the title (through death, marriage or divorce, for example), does this 
constitute a change in ownership? Furthermore, the land ownership concepts of a ‘property’ and a 
‘holding’ imply a collection of land parcels under common ownership, but this may not always be 
straightforward. It may be the case that a male son inherits a property solely (that is, the land parcels 
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constituting the farm are titled in his name only) but then, after marriage, he and his wife may expand 
their property by buying out their neighbour’s farm (with the newly purchased parcels being titled in 
the joint names of the husband and wife). Clearly, this would constitute a single holding in operational 
terms, but when viewed from the perspective of a land parcels data frame, it might appear as two 
separate ownership entities. These (seemingly arcane) issues demand consideration because they sit at 
the heart of the algorithm we developed to calculate LOC rates. Moreover, their consideration brings 
to the analytical foreground the muddy conceptual terrain that is endemic to the land parcel data frame 
method. For the rural economy, land parcel ownership titles are a kind of ‘legal DNA’–they are the 
basic building blocks from which commercial enterprise is constructed. 

The last major section of Chapter Three gives the ‘legal DNA’ of land titles concrete meaning by 
outlining the mechanics through which these data were extracted from land title registries in each of 
the states. As mentioned above, a defining feature of this exercise was that the states all have their own 
idiosyncratic logics to the ways that their data are compiled and recorded. Although this project has 
been able to generate consistent estimations of core LOC indictors across the states, the process for 
reaching this endpoint took different courses in different states. By providing a comparative 
assessment of these technicalities in Chapter Three, a case is made for greater nationwide consistency 
in data management to facilitate future research efforts in this area. 

The end of Chapter Three marks the conclusion of this report’s discussion of conceptual, definitional 
and methodological issues, and with Chapter Four, empirical findings are presented. The internal 
structure of Chapter Four brings into view three headline results and a number of detailed applications 
of the data from the project. The three headline results provide the national ‘key stories’ from the 
research: 

• The incidence of rural land ownership change (annual rates of change at the national and state 
scales) 

• Spatial patterns of rural land ownership churn (assessment of the geographical differences in 
rates, at the LGA scale) 

• Incidence and spatial patterning of rural land aggregation and fragmentation (the extent to 
which land ownership change can be accounted for through processes of landholder 
aggregation and fragmentation). 

Detailed applications then explore the different ways that the databases generated through this project 
can facilitate further research, and thus build more robust understandings of the restructuring dynamics 
of rural Australia. 



 

6 
 

Chapter 1: Pathways of change: A 
framework to explain land ownership 
change in rural Australia 
Patterns of land ownership in rural Australia are the legacy of how individuals, companies, 
government agencies and other organisations have sought to use this resource within a diversity of 
commercial strategies, lifestyle aspirations, and plans and projects for community-wellbeing. To look 
at maps of land ownership across rural Australia is to bear witness to how land has figured in past 
dreams and changing realities. The ownership of land provides a lens into a broader political economy 
of what social, economic and environmental values are ascribed to rural spaces.  

An appreciation of these changing values is fundamental to the wider objectives of this project. As 
reported in the following chapters, generating data sets on rural land ownership is a difficult technical 
exercise. However, situating these data within a broader explanatory framework is a challenge of even 
greater magnitude. It is one thing to collect data, yet another to understand their significance. 

This chapter presents a framework for understanding the changing mosaics of rural land ownership. As 
can be imagined, this is a complicated exercise. There is a myriad of entwined socio-economic and 
environmental processes driving patterns of rural land ownership, and existing research in this field 
does not provide a comprehensive theoretical model to navigate through these concerns. To be sure, 
rural research is replete with sector-specific explanations for restructuring that impinge on discussions 
over land. To name just two, there is a wide body of research into the changing economies of scale of 
farming, and an equally large field of scholarship on amenity and lifestyle drivers of rural land use 
change. Yet, these literatures tend to review such processes in isolation, and thus, their relative 
incidences and geographical manifestations are not always apparent. By way of contrast, this chapter 
seeks to provide a perspective on land ownership that draws together the vast range of issues germane 
to contemporary rurality. 

Discussion commences by acknowledging that current patterns of rural land ownership are artefacts of 
past decisions and processes. In this sector, the ways in which extant conditions have evolved 
fundamentally prefigure the scope and constraints for action by current landholders. To this end, 
Australian rural land is portrayed in terms of a set of legacy frameworks. The key element here is that 
a history of state-supported encouragement of closer rural settlement has been restructured over the 
past three decades by the political economy of liberalisation. The result has been significant changes to 
the nature and characteristics of agriculture–and by extension, the ownership of rural land–albeit still 
within the dominant socio-economic construct of family-based arrangements. Parallel to these 
processes, evolution in the ways rural spaces have intersected with wider processes of change in the 
Australian society and economy have encouraged plurality (there are ‘many rurals’ (Holmes, 2006)), 
and much contestation (rural social landscapes are in continual transition (Barr, 2005)). These issues 
are addressed in the second section of the chapter. The focus on plurality and contestation in rural 
Australia leads into an assessment of how change occurs. Referring to the multifunctional rural 
transition model of Wilson (2007; 2008), dynamics of land ownership are contended as occurring 
through the accumulation of separate decisions by individual landholders, which renders the directions 
of rural land use transitions non-determinant, non-lineal and spatially heterogeneous. Nevertheless, 
within this complexity distinct patterns of land ownership change can be identified, which are hereafter 
labelled ‘pathways’. The pathways approach enables attention to be focused on ‘which class’ of 
landholder is likely to sell to ‘which other class’ of landholder. Thus, this approach seeks to identify 
prevailing patterns of change, but within an agent-focused perspective.  
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Not a blank sheet: Rural land as a legacy of past practices 
It is not for nothing that agriculture is generally referred to as a land-based industry. Access to land is 
a fundamental precursor to being involved in this sector. Moreover, quality attributes of the land shape 
the type of activities that can be practised. Agricultural prospects are measured still in accordance with 
the variables of land–the physical parameters of soil and water; the extent of improvements undertaken 
by human action; and the location of land with respect to climate. 

The fundamental concordance between land and agriculture means that, in any farming region, 
histories of the ownership of land entwine with the economic history of agriculture. Thus, relationships 
with land define agricultural practices. Modes of agriculture, such as peasant smallholding, family 
farming, share-cropping or plantation agriculture, express simultaneously a farming regime and a form 
of land ownership. To tell a story about agriculture is to also tell a story about land. This section 
examines how the history of farming imprinted a particular pattern of land ownership in rural 
Australia. 

Quite obviously, the narrative of how agricultural land in Australia was made available to farmers is 
long and complex. This report is not the place to re-tell that full history (for more information on this 
topic see Waterhouse (2005) and Henzell (2007)). However, the crux of this history relates to a 
struggle over rural settlement models. Colonial and Federal aspirations to build a large population in 
Australia rested on plans involving closer rural settlement. This involved legislation and cognate 
political action to provide living spaces for farm families. In some parts of the country, this 
necessitated the breaking up of many large squatters’ runs. In other areas, Government surveys 
parcelled Crown land into standard-sized farm allotments. Soldiers Settlement Schemes after the First 
and Second World Wars provided financial incentives for returned servicemen to take up these spaces 
(Williams, 1975; Cockfield and Botterill, 2006). Parallel to these policies over land were nation-
building irrigation projects, especially in the southern Murray-Darling. Political support for all of the 
above was mobilised through strong cultural perspectives that accorded elevated status to farming as a 
way of life that enriched the nation’s values–what Aitken (1985) labels ‘countrymindedness’. As 
Argent (2002: 101) observes, “the farm sector [was] installed as a pillar of national economic and 
social development”. 

These historical processes have left important legacies. Farm allotments through various schemes 
universally under-estimated the size required to maintain family livelihoods. Subsequent depopulation 
then left a mismatch between the tessellation of land titles and the (eventual) less dense geography of 
land occupancy. Nevertheless, these various policies and programs had the overall effect of 
entrenching family-based ownership arrangements as the socio-economic foundation for Australian 
agriculture, and thus 99% of farm establishments remain owner-operated through family-based 
arrangements (Productivity Commission, 2005: xxxv). Traditionally, large corporate ownership has 
been restricted to a few sectors, generally in more remote parts of the country. Unlike some other 
countries, in Australia there is minimal history of agricultural land tenure based around long-term 
structural relations between land owners and tenants (Ashby and Ashby, 2011). To the extent that 
leasing has a presence in Australian agriculture, it has traditionally taken place largely as a stepping-
stone strategy for younger farmers and as a way for existing landholders to expand their holdings on a 
yearly or seasonal basis to take advantage of fortuitous conditions.1 

In a general sense, explaining the persistence of family farming has been a pre-eminent challenge for 
rural researchers going back to the late 1980s and early 1990s (see Gasson et al., 1988; Mooney, 1988; 

                                                      

1 However as the RIRDC-funded research on this issue by Ashby and Ashby (2011) has suggested, the large 
number of commercially non-viable small farms in Australia provides a strong case for an increase in the overall 
use of leasing in Australia. 
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Schmitt, 1991).2 With the passage of time, a general consensus has emerged about the reasons why 
this socio-economic formation remains the pre-eminent organisational vehicle for agricultural land 
ownership. The basic argument is that the work rhythms and environmental/commercial risks attached 
to the practice of farming are conducive to self-employed ownership arrangements, as opposed to 
large-scale, corporate forms of ownership (Brookfield, 2008). Farming schedules are unpredictable 
(often contingent on weather) and knowledge systems tacit. To be a farmer implies having a highly 
time-flexible, multi-skilled, task-oriented relationship to work (Magnan, 2011). Yet for all this, during 
the past few decades at least, financial rates of return (measured as return on capital) have been modest 
and/or negative for the majority of Australian farm establishments. In 2009-10, 70% of Australian 
broadacre farms3 registered a negative rate of profit (ABARE, 2010: 7). Farm households sustain 
themselves under these situations through pluriactive livelihood strategies involving access to off-farm 
employment. Thus, for example, in 2009-10 the average cash income earned by broadacre farming 
establishments in Australia was $76,000, but this was supplemented by an average off-farm household 
income of $35,800 (ABARE, 2010: 7).4 These reasons provide the preconditions that explain why 
most of Australia’s farming sector has remained in the hands of family-based owners. 

Although family farming continues to be the organisational mainstay of Australian agriculture, 
however, the situation facing different classes of farms has been anything but static. Transformative 
productivity improvements across the breadth of the farm sector during the twentieth century created 
the preconditions for declining terms of agricultural trade (prices received for farm products divided 
by prices paid for inputs). In the last four decades of the twentieth century, Australian farmers faced an 
average terms of trade decline of 2% per year (Roberts et al., 2004), meaning that, in principle, they 
had to increase their output by 2% each year just to be able to buy the same bundle of goods and 
services from year to year. Hence, for much of the past century, the logic of agriculture had a highly 
‘productivist’ orientation–the aim being to “… make two blades of grass grow where one grew before” 
(Shucksmith 1993: 466; cited in Argent, 2002: 100). 

Productivism was bulwarked by two entwined processes. Firstly, technologies metamorphosed the 
character of farming. Agriculture during the twentieth century witnessed the rapid expansion of 
synthetic fertilisers, development of higher yielding plant varieties, mechanisation of on-farm 
processes (tractors, harvesters, etc) and dramatic improvements to the science of animal husbandry. In 
Australia, the effects of these processes were profound, especially in the immediate decades after the 
Second World War (see Lawrence, 1987 for a review). In addition to this, Government agricultural 
policy settings then explicitly prioritised production increases. The logic of productivism held that the 
state should offer subsidies and other supports aimed at expanding output and productivity. In the 
Australian context, this was expressed in a raft of policy interventions, including interest rate 
concessions, statutory marketing and price stabilisation, bounty payments for agricultural inputs, far 
ranging research and extension support, and large-scale public capital investment in agricultural-
oriented infrastructure (Argent, 2002; Cockfield and Botterill, 2006). 

The edifices of state support in Australian agriculture began to be dismantled in the 1970s. The sector 
was highly inefficient in spite (or because) of these raft of interventions–McKay (1967) did much to 
inform this view through his influential critique of Australia’s ‘small farm problem’. Although the 
early 1970s was marked by a global inflationary boom in agricultural commodity prices, the farm 
sector in Australia was in crisis, and between 1971 and 1976 the number of farm businesses fell by 
7.5% (Cockfield and Botterill, 2006: 73). 

                                                      

2 A significant body of this research was inspired by the attempt to interpret late twentieth century trends in 
line with Kautsky’s (1899) observations on the fate of the German peasantry, published almost a century earlier 
but translated into English only in 1980 (Banaji, 1980). 
3 The broadacre farm sector includes wheat and grains, beef, sheep and mixed livestock-cropping. 
4 Farm cash income refers to cash receipts less cash costs. Off-farm income refers to wages off-farm, plus other 
business income, plus investment and social welfare payments, for the owner-manager and her/his spouse. 
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By the mid-1980s, the entire policy discourse about agriculture in Australia had been turned upside 
down. The farm sector was at the vanguard of policy debate in favour of free markets (Halpin and 
Martin, 1999; Pritchard, 2005a; 2005b). By the year 2000, virtually all state-sponsored interventions in 
agricultural markets in Australia had ceased. For the purposes of this project, the vital significance of 
this shift was the changed signals it sent to farmers. Arrangements prior to the mid-1970s were aimed 
explicitly (if confusingly) to support and sustain small farms (Higgins and Lockie, 2001). The logic of 
liberalisation held that farm survival should be contingent on commercial viability, with minimal 
interference from government (in terms of intervening in input and product markets, at least). To 
expedite this shift, policy approaches to farm income support in the post-1970s period were reoriented 
from a welfare basis to a rural adjustment basis (Botterill, 2000). Financial support was provided to 
non-viable farms to encourage their exit. The net effect was to further encourage trends in agriculture 
towards a shift to larger farm sizes.  

Seen through a wider lens, the pattern of change towards larger, but predominantly still family-owned, 
farm establishments is an element of a restructured political economy of agriculture. The erstwhile era 
of agricultural protectionism and support to small farms was hinged to standardised commodity 
production sold within centralised (state-owned or regulated) markets. The liberalisation period has 
been associated with an overarching shift in agricultural end-markets towards more specialised product 
and process attributes. An example of the former is the specification by buyers that agricultural output 
has to conform to measurable requirements (such as protein-specific credentials within the grains 
sector). Examples of the latter are credence claims about production processes, such as certified 
verification that production has taken place in accordance with particular standards (e.g., animal 
welfare or organic systems). 

These shifts in end-product demand have had the effect of repositioning farmers within markets. To 
meet buyers’ expectations there has been an overall tightening of vertical coordination within agri-
food value chains, expedited through contract-based mechanisms which facilitate risk management, 
coordination and control within and outside individual farms (see Rickson and Burch, 1996; Pritchard, 
1999). Off-farm entities (e.g., certification agencies, agribusiness firms, downstream processors or 
supermarket buyers) have taken a more direct hand in managing and monitoring on-farm activities. As 
a result, there has been a tendency for farm owner-operators to be coordinated and subordinated within 
densely networked, contractual regimes. These processes mitigate the autonomy and boundedness of 
‘farming’ as an economic field of activity. As the rural sociologist Bill Friedland has suggested 
(admittedly drawing on the Californian context), the end-product of these trajectories is to reposition 
farms as disempowered land-based cogs within agri-food value chains (Friedland, 2002). Nevertheless, 
the qualitative changes to farming implicated with the rise of contracts do not necessarily spell 
negative consequences for farmers. In the Australian context, contracts typically can take three forms – 
contracts over delivery (farmers have no ownership or control over their product once it is delivered), 
processing (farmers still own their product during the processing stage) and marketing (a third-party 
acts as an agent to sell the farmer’s product). In a previous RIRDC Report on this issue, Tonts et al. 
(2003: 46) found that: 

For many farmers, contracts provided a range of benefits, including security of farm income 
and access to technology and farm advice. For contracting firms, the benefits included control 
over quality, the ability to plan for farmer payments in advance, and security of supply for 
processing facilities. There are, however, cases where contracting arrangements are 
unsuccessful, and contribute to significant hardship for both farm families and rural 
communities. 

In summary, land use and occupance arrangements within Australian agriculture reflect alternate 
elements of change and continuity. Legacy issues relating to closer rural settlement and protectionist 
policies for farming have been progressively unwound by liberalisation. The effect has been to further 
encourage increases in average farm size, yet because of specific attributes in the nature of farming as 
an economic sector, family-based arrangements have remained the mainstay of land ownership. The 
remainder of this chapter links these insights to the central focus of this project. The following section 
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examines frameworks for understanding the diversity of land use and occupance types in rural 
Australia, and then, pathways of land ownership change are illustrated. 

Diverse transitions in rural land use and occupance 
Diverse transitions from the legacy contexts described above have created varied socio-economic 
landscapes in rural Australia. This diversity is usefully understood through the dual concepts of land 
use and occupance. Land use refers to the ways in which humans draw on the natural environment. 
This involves a continuum of uses from minimalist (the preservation of pristine land) to managed, 
modified and built upon. It is generally understood, moreover, in terms of a prevailing economic 
purpose–land use for dairying or forestry, for example. The tied notion of land occupance invokes the 
presence and character of the human population associated with varying forms of land use. Thus, land 
uses such as dairy farming are attached to a structure of land occupance in which farm households are 
distributed in accordance with average farm sizes. Rural residential land use is associated with a 
pattern of land occupance involving living blocks, acreages, sub-divisions, etc. Patterns of rural land 
ownership and those of land use and occupance are two sides of the same coin–different mechanisms 
for expressing the relationship between people and landscapes. 

Only during the past decade has it been possible to examine rural land use in Australia within the 
context of accurate spatially referenced assessments. This is due to the contribution of the Australian 
Collaborative Land Use Mapping Program (ACLUMP). National land use data generated by the 
Program are presented in Table 1. The table presents data for 2001-02 and 2005-06, the two snapshot 
periods for which ACLUMP has published national results. In broad terms, the pattern of land use 
described in this table reflects the biophysical realities of the continent. Because of aridity and the 
harsh conditions of the tropical north, more than 30% of the country’s land mass is not used 
commercially, and a further 50% (in the semi-arid zone) is used only for low intensity livestock 
grazing (ANRA, 2009). Of the remainder, the most significant land use is extensive (dryland) cropping 
and grazing, with intensive and irrigated forms of agriculture accounting for less than 1% of the 
nation’s land area. Non-rural land uses included in Table 1 (corresponding to the area taken up by 
Australia’s cities) are roughly 0.2% of the national land area. Between the two snapshots, the major 
shift in land use involved a replacement of natural vegetation grazing for modified pastures. 

The ACLUMP snapshots are complemented by more recent land use data for agriculture collected by 
the ABS (Table 2). Two surveys conducted in 2007-08 and 2009-10 indicate that the broad trends 
identified by ACLUMP have continued, and at an accelerated rate. In the two years between 2007-08 
and 2009-10, the total area of agriculture in Australia was recorded as falling by a further 18.7 million 
hectares, or approximately 2.2% per year. Thus, agriculture now accounts for only 52% of Australia’s 
land area.5 

The national and state scale perspectives summarised in Table 1 and Table 2, however, provide only a 
crude indication of Australian land use. The huge area of the continent’s arid zone obscures the 
apparent significance of agricultural land use. Hence, whereas according to Table 1 the area dedicated 
to dryland cropping accounted for just over 3% of the country’s land mass, the absolute size of this 
area was larger than the total land mass of Great Britain (in 2005-06 it was 255,524 square kilometres). 
Furthermore, even intensive and irrigated agriculture (which accounted for only 0.4% of Australia’s 
land mass in 2005-06) represented a total area (30,267 square kilometres) that was approximately 
three-quarters the size of Switzerland. These comparisons provide stark reminders of the fact that 
whereas Australian land use as a whole is dominated by non-agricultural and low-intensity activities, 

                                                      

5 This estimate adjusts the data in Table 2 to include the ACT. Note that the ABS series was first published only 
for 2007-08. 
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the quantum of area allocated to different forms of productive land use across the country remains 
significant. 

These realities are evident when the gaze is shifted from the national scale to that of individual 
regions. Focusing on this smaller scale reveals the often complex transformations in land uses that 
typify contemporary rural Australia. These dynamics are captured well in Holmes’ (2006) concept of 
the multifunctional rural transition. This work is significant because it modifies a set of ideas to an 
Australian context that first gained carriage in Western Europe. From the late 1990s, a number of 
European researchers developed the concept of post-productivism to explain rural land use 
transformations (inter alia, Ilbery and Bowler, 1998; Morris and Evans, 1999; Kristensen, 2001; 
Wilson, 2001; Evans et al, 2002).6 This concept, however, spoke to a particularly European reading of 
rural change. Shifts in the land use compositions of rural spaces in Western Europe (broadly, from 
productive to more diverse constellations of productive-consumptive uses) have been crucially shaped 
by the overarching significance of denser settlement patterns and the European Union’s Common 
Agricultural Policy (CAP). Thus, when European researchers in regions such as Wales and the 
Scottish border region (inter alia, Bohnet et al., 2003; Ilbery and Maye, 2005; 2006; 2008; Maye and 
Ilbery, 2007; Ilbery et al., 2011), talk of a post-productivist countryside, it becomes conceptually 
difficult to disentangle these findings from the realities attached to the influence of European rural 
policy (Marsden, 1999; Wilson, 2001). To a greater or lesser degree, these rural land use transitions 
reflect the policy effects of extensive agricultural subsidisation and the advent of so-called ‘Pillar II’ 
element of the CAP (which decouples farm payments from production levels, so that landholders were 
subsidised to preserve amenity aspects of the rural landscape–see Lowe et al., 2002; Potter and 
Burney, 2002; Potter, 2006; Marsden and Sonnino, 2008; Watts et al., 2009). 

Table 1. Land Use in Australia, 2001-02 and 2005-06 

 2001-02 2005-06 
Nature conservation  6.89% 7.43% 
Other protected areas including Indigenous uses  12.82% 13.21% 
Minimal use  15.21% 16.17% 
Grazing natural vegetation  54.56% 46.30% 
Production forestry  1.73% 1.49% 
Plantation forestry  0.22% 0.31% 
Grazing modified pastures  2.98% 9.37% 
Dryland cropping  3.07% 3.32% 
Dryland horticulture  0.02% 0.01% 
Irrigated pastures and cropping  0.34% 0.30% 
Irrigated horticulture  0.06% 0.05% 
Intensive animal and plant production Na 0.04% 
Rural residential  0.12% 0.12% 
Urban intensive uses  0.18% 0.22% 
Mining  0.02% 0.02% 
Water  1.75% 1.63% 
No data  0.03% -- 
Total  100.00% 100.00% 
Source: 2001-02 data from ACLUMP (undated), based on 2001/02 Land Use of Australia, Version 3. 2005-06 data from ACLUMP 
(2010b), based on Land Use of Australia, Version 6. 
 

 
 
 
                                                      

6 The concept of ‘productivism’ in agriculture is addressed in the following section. 
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Table 2. Agricultural land use in Australia, 2007-08 and 2009-10 
 Number of 

agricultural 
businesses 

Agricultural 
holding 

area 

Crops Grazing - 
improved 
pasture 

Grazing - 
other 

Forestry 
plantation 

Other 
agricultural 
purposes 

Land 
within 

agricultural 
holdings 
but not 
used for 

agricultural 
production 

NSW         

2007-08 44,521 58,154 9,712 15,120 30,415 116 58 2,850 

2009-10 43,228 58,588 9,431 14,060 32,305 97 35 2,480 

Change -2.9% 0.7% -2.9% -7.0% 6.2% -16.6% -39.8% -13.0% 

Vic         

2007-08 34,177 12,536 4,739 5,403 1,504 63 63 765 

2009-10 32,743 12,852 4,740 6,098 1,212 43 13 814 

Change -4.2% 2.5% 0.0% 12.9% -19.4% -31.4% -79.3% 6.4% 

Qld         

2007-08 29,121 141,058 3,385 32,443 100,151 141 141 4,937 

2009-10 27,578 129,668 3,255 30,692 91,013 43 23 4,689 

Change -5.3% -8.1% -3.9% -5.4% -9.1% -69.5% -83.7% -5.0% 

SA         

2007-08 14,996 47,076 5,461 4,331 35,072 0 47 2,165 

2009-10 14,095 45,747 5,156 3,532 35,164 12 9 1,830 

change -6.0% -2.8% -5.6% -18.4% 0.3% Na -80.9% -15.5% 

WA         

2007-08 13,084 93,035 9,955 6,326 70,241 93 0 6,419 

2009-10 12,465 94,391 10,524 4,780 76,037 96 8 3,077 

change -4.7% 1.5% 5.7% -24.4% 8.3% 3.2% na -52.1% 

Tas         

2007-08 4,200 1,541 114 749 388 52 6 230 

2009-10 3,935 1,647 145 851 319 68 3 276 

change -6.3% 6.9% 27.2% 13.6% -17.9% 29.8% -51.3% 20.2% 

NT         

2007-08 605 63,888 64 2,108 59,608 0 0 2,108 

2009-10 510 55,687 17 482 54341 0 0 1664 

change -15.7% -12.8% -73.4% -77.1% -8.8% Na na -21.1% 

Australia         

2007-08 140,704 417,288 33,429 66,481 297,379 465 315 19,474 

2009-10 134,554 398,580 33,268 60,495 290,391 359 91 14,830 

change -4.4% -4.5% -0.5% -9.0% -2.3% -22.9% -71.1% -23.8% 

Note: Area figures in thousand hectares. Australia total excludes ACT. 
Source: ABS (2011d). 

Not surprisingly, the Euro-centric conception of the post-productivist countryside received a mixed 
reception from Australian researchers attuned to the more market-oriented institutional framework in 
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which local agriculture operates. An influential critique of the concept by Argent (2002: 97) contended 
that: “while the concept of ‘post-productivism’ is superficially appealing, it has little practical or 
conceptual application to Australian conditions”. He contends that on four criteria, the Australian 
experience of rural landscape change fails to comply with the notion of post-productivism: (i) the 
incidence of farm pluriactivity,7 especially associated with amenity forms of income creation such as 
farm tourism, is less significant than the case of Western Europe; (ii) farm extensification, involving 
the setting aside of large land farm-owned areas for nature and heritage preservation, do not figure 
substantially in the Australian countryside; (iii) there is minimal evidence of farm dispersal, meaning a 
“proportional increase in small- and medium-sized farms as hobby farming, rural retreating and other 
‘consumptionist’ uses express themselves in the [Australian] landscape” (Argent, 2002: 110), and (iv) 
unlike Europe, conversion of significant areas of land away from agriculture has not been a major 
element of change in rural Australia (Argent 2002: 108-11). 

Yet whilst denying the power of this concept to provide an overarching description of Australian rural 
restructuring, Argent (2002) nevertheless suggests that in some places and contexts, processes 
associated with European notions of post-productivism are apparent: 

...the preceding review and critique reveals that Australia’s rural lands are indeed undergoing 
an intensive process of re-evaluation; a process that is arguably producing many different 
‘rurals’. Extant patterns of uneven development are being reconstituted and, in some cases, 
being reinforced, by both the spatially polarising and socio-economically polarising effects of 
counter-urbanisation. As the peri-urban and littoral fringes of the ecumene undergo 
gentrification—made over as consumptionist spaces, each with its own marketing motif and 
cuisine de terroir—inland agricultural heartlands wrestle with the complex practical issues of 
how to maintain basic services and opportunities for declining regional and local population 
bases. In addition, the actual physical management of rural lands is changing as increasingly 
stringent natural resource policies, in combination with society’s realisation of the seriousness 
of land degradation, force agriculturalists to acknowledge their broader responsibilities as 
environmental managers. The era of ‘agricultural exceptionalism’ is over in Australia, but this 
has not yet heralded the onset of post-productivism (Argent, 2002: 111). 

These observations provided the foundation for Holmes’ (2006) further refinement of a framework to 
explain rural land use change in Australia. Holmes (2006) took Argent’s notion of ‘many rurals’ and 
asked, quite specifically, “what” these were. Deploying the terminology of a multifunctional rural 
transition, the heart of Holmes’ assessment was an appreciation that the drivers of rural land use 
change manifest quite differently across the varied landscapes of rural Australia.8 He argued: 

“the multifunctional transition involves a radical re-ordering in the three basic purposes 
underlying human use of rural space, namely production, consumption and protection. The 
transition can be characterised as a shift from the formerly dominant production goals towards 
a more complex, contested, variable mix of production, consumption and protection goals” 
(Holmes, 2006: 142-43).  

Holmes identified seven different types of rural occupance in Australia. His description of each 
(Holmes, 2006: 146-49) are as follows: 

• Productivist agricultural occupance (production values dominant). Incidence: localised prime 
agricultural lands along the coast; high-rainfall improved pasture lands on coasts and highlands; in 
the ‘agricultural heartland’ of the inland, dominated by cereal cropping with livestock; all major 

                                                      

7 Pluriactivity refers to farm household income diversification, in which on-farm activities play a progressively 
smaller role. 
8 Use of the term ‘multifunctionality’ here should not be confused with the formal policy meaning of this in the 
arena of WTO agricultural subsidy debates. As Wilson (2008: 367) observes: “multifunctionality should not only 
be seen as a term appropriated by European policy-makers to defend the European farm subsidy culture, but 
also as a normative process explaining what is happening at the farm level”. 
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irrigation areas for horticulture, irrigated pastures, rice, cotton, tropical products; and core pastoral 
lands within the rangelands. Driving forces: local economy and society remain dependent on 
agriculture; farm viability is propelled by need to maintain competitiveness; and limited 
opportunities for diversification into non-agricultural activities. Core attributes: land values are 
tied to income from agricultural production; producers are locked in an agricultural treadmill, 
through enforced adoption of innovations; there are prosperous but unstable farm incomes; and 
continuing population and urban decline except in irrigation areas, near major urban centres and 
localised development projects. 

• Rural amenity occupance (consumption values dominant). Incidence: major zones around cities 
and prime tourist destinations; smaller zones around all towns, proportional to town size and 
amenity potential, and with outliers in remote locations that are attractive to members of 
alternative society. Driving forces: time-space compression, with enhanced mobility and 
communication systems; additional technological advances, enhancing dispersed rural residential 
lifestyles; discretionary residential location, no longer tied to income sources; increasing 
metropolitan-rural differentials in housing and living costs; penetration of urban influences and 
values, including recreation and tourism; and incentives to rapid capital accumulation through land 
conversion and development. Core attributes: new ‘geographies of value’, with the real estate 
market driven by consumption rather than production values; farming as a relict or incidental 
activity; narrowly focussed environmental issues, tied to lifestyle and real estate values. 

• Small farm or pluriactive rural occupance (mix of production and consumption values). 
Incidence: widely distributed in the more accessible and attractive high rainfall areas, particularly 
in areas subject to closer settlement projects and in the former subtropical dairying zone, where 
holdings were converted to part-time cattle grazing. Driving forces: continuing role of agriculture 
as a significant economic activity; progressive loss of farm viability, except in specialized, niche 
farming or pluriactivity; household viability achieved through pluriactivity; amenity premium on 
land values precludes farm restructuring by amalgamation; and penetration of residential non-farm 
uses impeded by current mode of part-time farming and by planning constraints against 
subdivision. Core attributes: complex, unpredictable land markets, influenced by production and 
consumption values; diverse economic opportunities for farm households with choice strongly 
influenced by personal attributes, including household composition, skills, qualifications, 
motivation and stage in life course, as well as farm resources and accessibility; and sporadic 
maintenance of a production-oriented landscape, with some disinvestments. 

• Peri-metropolitan occupance (intense competition between production, consumption and 
protection values). Incidence: an irregular zone, usually within 30-60 min travel time from the 
city’s edge; although small in areal extent, these zones are substantial in terms of capital 
accumulation and economic activity. Driving forces: tied directly to immediate metropolitan 
demand for rural resources; resource extraction and waste disposal (aggregate, landfill, soil, water 
supply); and agricultural production (market-oriented horticulture and intensive farming). 

• Marginalised agricultural/pastoral occupance (potential integration of production and protection 
values). Incidence: on marginal and submarginal land, of low productive potential and low 
resilience (of which Australia has a plentiful supply); in the high rainfall zone, extensive tracts of 
rugged and/or infertile lands exist along the coast and highlands; in the rangelands, extensive 
submarginal pastoral lands occur across the arid interior and northern tropical savannas. Driving 
forces: agricultural overcapacity, with these areas becoming increasingly surplus to requirements 
for production, even when adjusting through disinvestment; economic stress is linked to 
environmental stress, with an incapacity to mitigate or remediate land degradation; potential for 
provision of ecosystem services and other protection purposes, yet to be realised; and 
incorporation of protection values is impeded by substantial financial, institutional, political and 
cultural barriers, strengthened by the continuing identification of landholders with their present 
lifestyles. 



 

15 
 

• Conservation occupance (protection values emphasised). Incidence: dominantly located on land 
of negligible production value; in the high rainfall zone, these comprise mainly rugged ranges and 
coastal sandy landscapes; in the rangelands, submarginal areas of the arid interior and northern 
tropical savannas are being transferred to this occupance mode. Core attributes: generally located 
on lands of low market value for production or consumption purposes; and much retained as 
pristine or near-pristine natural ecosystems also with wilderness values. 

• Indigenous occupance (protection values emphasised). Incidence: continuing occupance of remote 
lands, unsuited to pastoralism, most formerly held as Aboriginal Reserve or Unoccupied Crown 
Land; often remote, submarginal lands of low market value, but of continuing high value for 
indigenous occupance; currently embracing over 13 percent of Australia’s land area. Core 
attributes: multifunctional occupance, with precedence given to protection of indigenous cultural 
values, tied to the land. 

These seven occupance zones provide a broad descriptive template to account for the changing 
character of Australian rurality. Each of Holmes’ (2006) occupance zones embodies tensions between 
past land use practices and current restructuring dynamics, as described in Table 3. Yet, what is 
striking about these tensions is their diverse origins and composition. The drivers of change within 
rural landscapes come from different directions and have different effects. Thus, for example, trends 
towards the consumptive uses of rural space in rural amenity occupance zones can be driven by cost-
of-living flight, gentrifying and retiree ‘tree changers’ and alternative lifestylers. Each of these socio-
economic groupings will bring with them different demands on the landscape and a diversity of 
visions about land use. Comparably, the drivers of change in pastoral occupance zones range from the 
commercial pressures of ensuring economic viability in harsh environmental settings, to the creation of 
alternative landscapes based around nature preservation, ecosystem services and Indigenous title. 

Notwithstanding the widely acknowledged contribution of Holmes’ occupance zone framework, in 
neither his 2006 article nor in later publications does he use quantitative data to specify the precise 
locations of each zone. Other researchers have attempted to take up this challenge, although they have 
been only partially successful. The study by Argent et al. (2007) on rural amenity provides the best 
example of generating a spatial model that retains fidelity to Holmes’ occupance zones framework. 
Parallel work by Neil Barr and colleagues (Barr, 2005; Barr et al., 2005a; Barr et al., 2005b; Barr, 
2009) used a methodology that identified areal clusters of land use and occupance based on an 
aggregation of key indicators (including proportion of farmers in an area; average farm size; farm 
financial turnover; local demography; population trends and projections, etc). From this, they mapped 
a threefold classification of land use and occupance onto rural Victoria. The state was divided into 
rural amenity, rural transitional, and agricultural production landscapes.9 The ‘rural social landscapes’ 
approach of Barr and colleagues has obvious analytical overlap with Holmes’ research (see Holmes, 
2008: 215), albeit with a slightly different (somewhat more simplified) classification schema. 
Nevertheless, for both Holmes and Barr, the fundamental issue is to understand the rural landscape in 
terms of a series of contests between alternative uses. Rural spaces are spatially heterogeneous, 
pluralist and transitory, based around a set of tensions between production, consumption and 
protection usage. 10 

 

 
                                                      

9 A sub-grouping of this last category was ‘irrigated landscapes’. 
10 Barr’s research is of considerable relevance to this current project, and is discussed in greater detail in several 
other places in this report. It should be noted that the rural social landscape study was one of two inter-linked 
research projects undertaken at the instigation of the Victorian Department of Primary Industries and Land and 
Water Australia. The other was an examination of the micro-dynamics of Australian agriculture, undertaken on 
behalf of Land and Water Australia and the ABS (Barr, 2001a; 2001b, 2004). 
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Table 3. Holmes' (2006) model of land use occupance forms in rural Australia 

Occupance 
form Land ownership implications 

Productivist 
agricultural 
occupance 

Scale economies: farm aggregation, also involving more efficient use of farm infrastructure 
(the most obvious strategy for most ‘heartland’ farmers). Extensification: involving an 
increase in the ratio of land inputs to labour and other purchased inputs. This is occurring in 
some coastal up-valley zones currently unable to attract amenity investment; also on less 
productive inland agricultural lands. Stability: on large grazing properties in the high rainfall 
and pastoral zones. Obsolescence: on smaller, non-viable grazing properties in the high 
rainfall and pastoral zones, lacking the financial resources to achieve amalgamations, with 
limited scope for diversification or pluriactivity, and in transition to marginalised agricultural 
occupance. 

Rural amenity 
occupance 

Rural residential estates: With lots from 0.4 to 5 hectares, estates have proliferated, 
consuming ever-expanding zones around all cities and major towns. Rural residential 
embraces a full spectrum of incomes, real estate values and infrastructures, from prestige 
estates to poverty ghettoes where affordability is the only attraction; ‘Prestige countryside’: 
In close proximity to each major city is an identifiable, established zone of prestige rural 
estates. Hobby farming: Small holdings in which farming is seen primarily as a hobby rather 
than a major income source. Alternative lifestylers: Although occupying limited land areas, of 
negligible agricultural value that commonly was vacated in the retreat of subtropical dairying, 
alternative lifestylers comprise a major component of population and social activity in some 
near-coastal locations, in some cases being subsequently displaced in the commodification of 
their cultural landscapes 

Small farm or 
pluriactive 
rural 
occupance 

Marked farm-to-farm variability in production and consumption activities, intensity of use and 
investment levels as well as in demographic attributes of farm households; variability and 
intensity of use higher in more accessible locales, also with greater opportunities for on-farm 
consumption-oriented activities, such as farm stays and for off-farm income; opportunities for 
semi-retirement and provision of ecosystem services, such as revegetation and low-intensity 
grazing on cheaper land with poorer access. 

Peri-
metropolitan 
occupance 

Localized complexity, with markedly divergent trajectories, often guided by zoning schemes 
and reflected in differential land markets. Marked differentiation between and within 
amenity-oriented and production-oriented zones 

Marginalised 
agricultural 
/pastoral 
occupance 

Reliant upon the survival capacity of existing landholders and a trickle of under-resourced 
newcomers. Lack of success in production should facilitate either conversion to, or integration 
with, other uses, notably protection purposes. High potential for landholders to adapt their 
production strategies to enhance protection outcomes including provision of ecosystem 
services such as sustainable landscape management, protection of biodiversity and 
threatened species as well as carbon sinks. Comparable potential for conversion to protection 
purposes, translating extensive tracts to conservation/indigenous occupance 

Conservation 
occupance 

In the ecumene, extensive tracts of rugged uplands and coastal sands are being allocated to 
conservation, usually with an ill-defined mix of purposes, including ecosystem preservation, 
recreation, tourism, catchment management and wilderness values. In the rangelands, 
frontier regions, such as Cape York Peninsula, the Darwin and Alice Springs hinterlands and are 
experiencing land conversion towards a mix of nature conservation and indigenous uses 

Indigenous 
occupance 

Indigenous ownership under legislated inalienable, non-transferable freehold title. Rapid but 
decelerating land transfers over last two decades, mainly of remote, submarginal pastoral 
leases, and a few more productive farms. Scattered, tenuous recognition of common-law 
native title following High Court decisions in Mabo and Wik. 
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Identifying pathways of rural land ownership change 
Recognition of the rural landscape as an arena of tension between alternative use values brings into 
focus the question of how change occurs. The classification models developed by Holmes and Barr 
fundamentally describe how the contest of alternative use values generates different rural landscapes 
but they do not (explicitly at least) account for the mechanisms that produces a changed set of land 
owners, and hence, changes to land uses and occupance. 

For this, it is instructive to examine the multifunctional rural transition model developed by Wilson 
(2007; 2008). This model assumes that change within rural land use and occupance is rarely seamless 
and uncontested, and that landholders act on stimuli in diverse ways, dependent on their individual 
circumstances. This leads Wilson to argue that restructuring processes associated with rural land are 
fundamentally non-determinant: that the timing and precise nature of land ownership change is shaped 
by a complex interplay of factors operating within and across scales (individual, household, 
community, regional, national, etc) (see Argent, Smailes and Griffin (2007) for elaboration on this 
point). Wilson contends that this fog of non-determinacy leads to three core principles in examining 
rural land use and occupance transition: firstly, decisions by individual landholders are temporally 
non-linear (there is not a single, unidirectional set of transitions from one form of land use to another); 
secondly, outcomes are spatially heterogeneous (not all geographical localities are affected in similar 
ways by transitions) and thirdly, processes are structure-agent inconsistent (different geographical 
contexts provide different opportunities for individuals to act) (Wilson, 2008: 368). The model Wilson 
builds from this perspective shows rural land use and occupance to be shaped heavily by the path 
dependent conditions in which diverse landholders find themselves, with their scope for decision-
making occurring in contexts where futures are highly uncertain. 

Wilson’s model emphasises the situated nature of rural land use and occupance change. As any real 
estate agent well knows, there is a great diversity of factors that shape when, and how, individual 
parcels of land come onto the market. Parcels and properties all have distinctive attributes in terms of 
site (elevation, aspect, vegetation, water resources, access, etc); size (rural properties tend to be 
dissimilar in area, thus posing different opportunities and constraints for sale and purchase); the quality 
of built structures and improvements (the presence and size/quality of housing, ancillary buildings, 
road access, fencing, irrigation infrastructure, etc), and relation to regulatory arrangements (land use 
zoning and minimum lot size restrictions). Moreover, this ‘product’ heterogeneity is compounded by 
‘process’ heterogeneity in the market for rural land. There is, for example, considerable diversity in 
terms of the conditions that determine whether existing owners are willing to sell. For example, in the 
case of farms it is not uncommon for owners to time their selling decisions in anticipation of family 
succession issues being determined and/or resolved, or decisions on future zoning, land restrictions 
being made. In the past decade, the importance of such ‘timing’ considerations has been further 
complicated by regulatory and economic uncertainty. This includes the separation of water and land 
titles (which offers new possibilities for how landholders might sell properties), the putative 
development of markets for ecosystem services (which creates alternative potential valuations of land), 
the need to take into account native title and Aboriginal heritage legislation, and the emergence of new 
mining technologies (notably, coal seam gas fracking) in the context of the commodity boom (which 
potentially has the effect of adding significant commercial value to agricultural land). Added to this 
mix are the perennial factors that shape the strength of demand for agriculturally productive rural 
land–the role of commodity prices, interest rates, exchange rates, etc. In brief, what passes for the 
‘rural land market’ is an accumulation of heterogeneous products, exchanged through a diversity of 
mediums, reflecting a multitude of attempts by differently-situated sellers and buyers to navigate 
through conditions of uncertainty. 

Notwithstanding the inherent complexity in land ownership change in rural Australia, transactions can 
be seen to coalesce into a series of types, which in this report are termed ‘pathways’. The concept of a 
pathway refers to the tendency for land held by a certain class of existing landholders to be acquired 
by a distinct (other) class of buyers. This model is represented in Figure 1. The landholder classes in 
the left and right extremes of the diagram illustrate ideal-types in the rural economy. Their exact 
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manifestation will differ from place-to-place and from time-to-time. The nine arrows linking 
landholder classes portray what are considered to be prevailing trends in how classes of buyers and 
sellers relate to one another. These pathways have been identified on the basis of a review of the 
research literature on Australian rural restructuring, although it must be stressed that other 
permutations also exist and that this is a simplified rendering of what is (as described above) an 
innately complex set of processes. As such, the primary intention of Figure 1 is to serve as a heuristic 
device. 

 

 

The bulk of the remainder of this chapter uses pre-existing research and theory to flesh out the 
pathways identified in Figure 1. For convenience, the nine pathways are grouped under three sub-
headings: ownership pathways within and out of large-scale agriculture, focusing on the rangelands of 
Australia’s inland and north (pathways A and B); ownership restructuring in the mainstream of 
Australian farming (pathways C, E, F and G); and finally, shifts out of farming towards diverse 
amenity and rural residential forms of land occupance (pathways H and I). The one pathway not 
discussed under a separate heading in this chapter relates to land conversions from farming to mining 
(pathway D). This discussion is held over for Chapter Four, where empirical data on farming-to-
mining pathways is presented. There is little pre-existing research or theory to inform the analysis of 
this pathway, and thus little purpose in reviewing this issue in this chapter. 
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Figure 1. Pathways of land ownership change 
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Pathways of ownership change in the pastoral rangelands 
The creation of vast corporate or family-based pastoral landholdings across Australia’s inland and 
north has been a key pillar in Australia’s rural history. Contemporary changes to these land ownership 
arrangements reflect a complex and overlapping set of processes involving structural transformations 
to the role of pastoralism as a form of land use in the rangelands (pathway ‘A’ in Figure 1), and altered 
ownership arrangements in the pastoral industry (pathway ‘B’ in Figure 1). These two pathways of 
change are now considered in turn. 

Land conversions from pastoralism 

National data attest to the steady decline in agriculture as a form of land use in the rangelands. 
According to the ACLUMP data presented in Table 1, the total area of agriculture-related land uses 
(including forestry) fell from 62.9% to 61.2% of national land area in the four years from 2001-02 to 
2005-06. This represented a net reduction in the area devoted to agriculture of 13.4 million hectares 
over this period, equivalent to a rate of reduction of approximately 0.7% per year. As previously 
observed, the more recent data collected by the ABS (Table 2) confirm an acceleration of these trends.  

A decline in the area devoted to agriculture in the rangelands represents the chief contributor to this 
outcome. This is illustrated in Table 2, which reveals sharp falls in the area used for grazing on 
unimproved pastures in Queensland, the Northern Territory and South Australia–essentially, the semi-
arid rangelands. The causes of this shift are associated with changes in society’s perceptions of land 
use values in the rangelands, as noted by Holmes (2006) and discussed previously. During the past few 
decades, various policy and legal instruments have given voice to a diverse set of processes that have 
seen a lessening in the role of pastoral activities as a form of land use in the rangelands. 

One key element of this set of shifts has been an increase in the area of land owned by Indigenous 
interests. Of course, there are numerous cattle properties across the rangelands which are Indigenous-
owned–pastoralism and Indigenous ownership are not inconsistent, by any means. Nevertheless, an 
increase in Indigenous ownership has represented an important component of the wider diversity of 
land occupance arrangements in these parts of Australia.  

That said, there has not necessarily been a direct pathway between the reduced area of land devoted to 
pastoralism and the increased area of land under Indigenous land title. The two major legal 
mechanisms through which Indigenous people in Australia have gained title to land–statutory land 
rights legislation and native title–both possess considerable limitations in terms of the ability of 
Indigenous people to have their traditional rights over pastoral lands accepted in law. With regards to 
land rights legislation, the two decades from the early 1970s to the early 1990s saw land rights 
legislation passed for all states and territories, except for WA. Although statutory provisions in land 
rights legislation differed between jurisdictions, they typically involved the transferral of title of lands 
previously held under various Crown categories into the direct possession of traditional owners. In no 
state or territory, however, did land rights legislation include provisions whereby traditional owners 
could lodge claims over operational pastoral properties, and therefore these statutes alone did not 
expedite a direct change in ownership from pastoral to Indigenous interests. With respect to native 
title, the High Court’s Mabo decision of 1992 provided the legal basis for Indigenous interests to claim 
(common law-based) native title rights over land and water but, as specified by the High Court and 
enshrined subsequently in the Commonwealth’s Native Title Act, these rights were generally 
extinguished upon the granting of title to other parties. This implied that native title has ceased to 
legally exist over the majority of the Australian continent. Although the High Court later asserted in its 
Wik decision (1996) that some forms of title–notably for the purposes of this discussion, some Crown 
pastoral leases–could retain native title rights consistent with pastoral occupance, this did not dislodge 
agriculture but created principles for co-existence. In addition, amendments to the Native Title Act in 
1998 strengthened pastoral leaseholders’ rights in such eventualities. Thus, neither the High Court’s 
decisions in Mabo and Wik nor the statutory translation of these common law principles via the Native 
Title Act have provided a legal basis for substantive conversion of agricultural lands into Indigenous 
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ownership. Although native title has been proven to exist in 125 instances across Australia,11 the vast 
majority of these cases have involved the transfer of title within categories of Crown land and had 
marginal significance for agriculture–either because they were small parcels of land or (especially in 
the WA context) were desert localities with no existing agricultural base. 

Although the passage of Land Rights legislation and the establishment of native title have not been 
mechanisms for the direct conversion of pastoral land to Indigenous occupance, they have certainly 
had an indirect effect. This is most notable in the NT where some Indigenous interests have used their 
receipt of mining royalty equivalent payments (provided for through land rights legislation) to 
purchase pastoral properties. At a national level, open-market purchases of land for Indigenous 
interests have also been facilitated through the Indigenous Land Corporation (ILC), a statutory body 
established in 1995 in the context of the Commonwealth’s response to the High Court’s determination 
of native title. Between 1995 and 2011, the ILC acquired 231 properties covering 5.7 million hectares 
(ILC, 2011), and in 2005 was reportedly the nation’s 19th largest cattle producer (Sullivan, 2009: 11). 
Thus, transferral of titles from pastoral properties to Indigenous ownership in the rangelands during the 
past two decades has been a function of the latter’s increased economic empowerment–not a result of 
Indigenous people’s abilities to successfully mount legal claims over land. 

The other key land ownership change in semi-arid Australia has involved expansion of national parks 
and conservation areas. These processes across the country have been diverse, generally involving 
direct purchases of land by national park authorities. A classic case is the creation of Yanga National 
Park in southwestern NSW. Formerly a pastoral station, this 80,000 hectare property was purchased in 
2005 by the NSW Government for conversion to a National Park. This event typifies the changing 
societal values associated with semi-arid ecosystems. The family owners of the station (who had 
passed on the property to sons and daughters since 1919) made a business decision to put the property 
on the market and the NSW Government was motivated to purchase it because of the high ecological 
value of red gum wetlands on the property and its 960 megalitre water entitlement (ABC Landline, 
2005). 

In the Murray-Darling Basin, water reform initiatives have imparted an additional set of social 
justifications for the expansion of national parks and conservation areas. The Commonwealth has 
sought to reduce water extractions from the Basin through a series of buy-backs, commencing in 2007-
08. Over the ensuing three years, the Commonwealth purchased 977.1 gigalitres of water entitlements 
worth $1.58 billion (Department of Sustainability, Environment, Water, Population and Communities, 
2011). As part of this strategy, in 2008 the Commonwealth provided financial support for the purchase 
of Toralee Station, in northwest NSW, by the NSW Government. This acquisition provided the 
Commonwealth with Toralee’s 16 gigalitre water entitlement, with the property henceforth converted 
to create Toorale National Park. 

Linked to the revaluation of environmental values in the rangelands is the capacity for the landholders 
to replace agricultural productive activities with payments for ecosystem services. The concept of 
paying landholders for ecosystem services (known as PES) acknowledges the positive environmental 
externalities associated with changed land use practices. In the rangelands, positive environmental 
externalities include biodiversity protection (through lower stocking rates or the removal of livestock 
from certain areas of land) and carbon sequestration (through maintaining ground cover [Hill et al., 
2003]). Participation in the market for ecosystem services does not necessarily involve changes in land 
ownership, however it implies shifts in mindsets and management intents. Thus, over time, it might be 
expected that a replacement of agricultural production for ecosystem services might correlate to the 
entry of a new class of owners. A contemporary example of this kind of transition is the Henbury 
Conservation Project, near Alice Springs. This involved the purchase of a 500,000 hectare pastoral 
                                                      

11 Data from the National Native Title Tribunal, 30 September 2011. See: http://www.nntt.gov.au/Applications-
And-Determinations/Search-Determinations/Pages/Search.aspx. 

http://www.nntt.gov.au/Applications-And-Determinations/Search-Determinations/Pages/Search.aspx
http://www.nntt.gov.au/Applications-And-Determinations/Search-Determinations/Pages/Search.aspx


 

21 
 

property by R.M. Williams Agricultural Holdings. The new owners have destocked the property with 
the view to sequestrating up to 1.5 million tonnes of carbon dioxide emissions annually for the next 
decade. These sequestered emissions are intended to provide a basis for generating carbon credits in 
either the Australian Government’s carbon offsets scheme (the Carbon Farming Initiative) or the 
voluntary international carbon offset market. Elsewhere, State Governments offer programs to 
encourage private landholders to protect native environments. This includes Conservation Agreements 
(covenants on land title providing permanent legal protection for native environments on an individual 
property), Wildlife Refuge declarations (land is legally declared a wildlife refuge and this is noted on 
the land title) and Property Registration for conservation objectives (a non-permanent joint 
management arrangement with State authorities) (Department of Environment and Heritage [NSW], 
2011). Over recent years, an array of private trusts and donor-sponsored organisations have acquired 
ecologically significant tracts of land, both in the rangelands and elsewhere, and applied for protective 
measures under these arrangements (Millar, 2011: 200).  

Transitions from pastoral to Indigenous and environmental use values are notable because they 
encapsulate paradigm shifts in the rural economy. They garner high publicity–either negative or 
positive–because of their flow-on effects for local economies and the role they play in national policy 
debates. Nevertheless, it is important to have a clear perspective on their significance. At the present 
time, it seems that the transfer of land to Indigenous claimants through land rights legislation and 
native title largely has run its course. Most large-area claims have been resolved, one way or another. 
The future scenario for environment-related land conversions is less discernible, but it is probable that 
acquisitions will occur occasionally as land with high-value ecosystems and/or strategically important 
water entitlements become available for purchase. Notably, the Commonwealth has committed to not 
undertaking compulsory acquisitions of land as part of the Murray-Darling water reform process. 
Accordingly, in terms of their contribution to the quantum of land ownership change in rural Australia 
these pathways of change are less significant than their public profile might attest. When measured by 
this yardstick, it is apparent that a far larger area of land is bought and sold in the semi-arid rangelands 
each year for continued pastoral occupance, and it is to this issue we now turn. 

Changing ownership structures in the pastoral sector 

During the Colonial period and the first few decades of the twentieth century, pastoral land in 
Australia was owned by a combination of large pastoral companies and pioneering families. The 
former were funded through pastoral finance houses, which would raise capital in Britain and transfer 
this as mortgages and overdrafts to large Australian pastoralists (Davis and Gallman, 2001: 578). 
These mechanisms tied the ownership of land to vertically integrated, international systems of capital 
and trade. This mode of operation was typified by pastoral companies, such as the New Zealand and 
Australian Land Company, Australian Estates, the Australian Agricultural Company, and the 
Australian Mercantile Land and Finance Company. Family-based pastoral entities took numerous 
forms, from hard-scrabble pioneers to huge empires such as the Kidmans, the MacLachlans, and the 
Duracks. 

The demise of British capital in Australian pastoralism following World War I saw the restructuring of 
pastoral companies. Over the middle decades of the twentieth century, the general tendency was for 
the ownership of pastoral lands to evolve gradually into larger-sized, family-based holdings. Family 
owners were keen for their properties to stay within family-based business structures across 
generations. New entrants were relatively rare, sometimes taking the form of business moguls 
recycling wealth earned elsewhere into pastoral property ‘trophy assets’. Researchers investigating this 
period emphasise a long cycle involving firstly fragmentation–the breaking up of pastoral empires 
through closer settlement policies (McAllister et al., 2006a)–and then consolidation. As McAllister et 
al. (2006b: 302) observe: “The expansive nature of production in rangelands, which is typically 
dominated by cattle and/or sheep production on enterprises over 20,000 hectares in area, has meant 
that the physical bounding of enterprises has, in some cases, taken over a century”. This process has 
been ongoing now for several decades. A study of these processes in the Western Division of NSW 
found that in the decade from 1975 to 1986 the number of pastoral holdings larger than 50,000 
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hectares increased by 23.8% (MacLeod, 1990: 69) Motivations driving consolidation are varied, but 
essentially overlap around the capacities for larger holdings to deliver greater financial returns: 

...many pastoral enterprises are owner-operated and personal circumstances often seem to 
dictate when consolidation is required (for example, succession planning). Strategic-business 
decisions can also drive consolidation, particularly when an enterprise is seeking to hold 
complimentary properties (breeding and fattening, for example). Nevertheless, the primary 
driving force for consolidation is simply that an enterprise with given economic and 
environmental conditions, is not sufficient in area to generate enough cash flow to support its 
owners. In other words the enterprise fragment is too small. The process of consolidation is 
ongoing. Furthermore, the fragmentation-consolidation story is experienced differently across 
[the rangelands of] Australia (McAllister, Gross et al., 2006: 303-04). 

This argument is supported by MacLeod (1990: 71), whose study of Western NSW found it was 
absolute farm size, rather than economies of scale deriving from that size, which drove consolidation. 
Fuelling this trend was a significant number of properties coming onto the market as the later 
generations of some pastoral families decided to exit farming–aided and abetted by the difficult 
economic conditions for the sector (especially wool) in the 1970s and 1980s (Morrison, 2009). 

The gradual consolidation of family-based pastoral properties over recent decades has had 
considerable bearing on shaping the most recent set of restructuring dynamics. The consolidation of 
family-owned pastoral businesses provided entities that were ripe for acquisition by bigger players. 
This set of processes was most evident in northern Australia in 2008-09, following a spike in global 
food prices. Between December 2008 and March 2009, 30 large cattle properties changed hands in 
sales reported to be worth $1.1 billion (Myers, 2009). This value of sales exceeded the entire value of 
transactions in the previous seven years (Cameron, 2009). The flurry of purchasing activity was not 
confined to Australia’s north, however, with a number of large properties in the Riverina also changing 
hands during this period. 

Cyclical waves of land purchasing activity and quiescence are, of course, not uncommon features of 
the pastoral sector. However, what makes the recent period of ownership change of interest 
conceptually is the fact that many of the new owners seemed to represent a distinctively different 
category of entrants. Much of the momentum of change seemed to be driven by the presence of new 
investment vehicles for the ownership of agricultural land–in particular, agricultural funds managed by 
investment banks and sovereign backed enterprises (either sovereign wealth funds or quasi-state 
owned enterprises). In Figure 1 ownership change pathways associated with these transactions are 
labelled ‘asset switching’ in recognition of this emergent character of pastoral land as an attractive 
financial asset class for local and overseas investors. 

Yet whilst the entry of a new class of land owners in this sector is beyond dispute, the significance of 
these developments is a cause of much debate. Much of the public disc ussion around this issue pivots 
on the question of the foreign status of new owners. Of course, as discussed above, the history of 
Australian agriculture is integrally connected with foreign capital, mainly from Britain (Moir, 2011). 
The window of data used in this study shows the origins of the new landowning entrants tend to be 
from either East Asia or the Middle East. Moreover, while British capital invested in Australian 
pastoralism was unequivocally drawn from private sector sources, the precise origins of capital 
entering the sector from new foreign investors is not always clear. Three highly publicised examples of 
these transactions follow. It is important to note that more current data is required to get a true picture 
of current ownership trends that are likely to show a significant increase in foreign ownership since 
2005. 

• Qatar’s sovereign wealth fund Hassad purchased 15,130 hectares of grazing land in 2010 in South 
Australia and Queensland, and then in 2011 acquired a further 20,000 hectares of sheep, beef and 
cropping properties in rural NSW and western Victoria. Hassad spent a reported $71 million on the 
2011 transactions (Lamont, 2011). Hassad also has a minority stake in the Australian Agricultural 
Company, a large publically listed pastoral company. 
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• In 2009, the Singapore company Olam International acquired an 8,000 hectare almond farm for 
$128 million. This farm, in Robinvale, NSW, was owned previously by Timbercorp. This 
acquisition included 41 gigalitres of water entitlements (Wahlquist, 2010). A minority shareholder 
in Olam is Temasek, the Singapore Government’s investment arm. 

• Also in 2009, the British private equity firm Terra Firma Capital Partners purchased the 
Consolidated Pastoral Company from the Packer family for a reported $425 million. This company 
operated 16 large cattle properties in northern Australia covering 5 million hectares (Wahlquist, 
2010). 

Public debate on the implications of foreign acquisition of agricultural land led to a Senate Committee 
Inquiry in 2010 (Senate Select Committee on Agricultural and Related Industries, 2010) and the 
collection and publication of official data on this issue by the ABS. The ABS data disclosed that 
88.6% of agricultural land in Australia was wholly Australian-owned. Of the remaining 11.4% of land 
with some level of foreign ownership, foreign minority stakes accounted for 5.5%, thus meaning that 
land under majority foreign ownership was just 5.8% (ABS, 2011e). As this was the first publication 
on this topic by the ABS, it is unknown how these data compare historically. However, the ABS data 
do provide perspective on this highly contentious issue. A broad-ranging review of foreign investment 
in agriculture in a RIRDC-funded report (Moir, 2011) concluded that the issue held considerable 
complexity, both in terms of ownership arrangements, and in terms of national impacts. 

Much of the public debate around the work of the Senate Committee and the release of the ABS data 
problematically blended the issue of foreign ownership of agricultural land into the broader frames of 
foreign ownership of downstream food processing, and the question of how ownership is connected to 
(often unclearly defined) notions of food security.12 Part of the problem was the tendency for ‘foreign 
ownership’ to be specified as an absolute category, when in fact it possesses many shades. A case in 
point is the publically-listed Australian Agricultural Company (AACo), with 6.7 million hectares 
reportedly making it the second largest private landholder in Australia (Kelly, 2010). In 2009, AACo’s 
major shareholder, Futuris, sold its 46% interest in the company and 20% was purchased by IFFCO 
Poultry Sdn Bhd, a joint venture between the United Arab Emirates company IFFCO and the 
Malaysian Government’s company Felda (AACo, 2010: 107). In much public commentary, the 
investment by IFFCO and Felda into AACo was lumped into a general discourse of foreign ownership, 
when in fact the company is headquartered in Australia and its share register remains mostly in the 
hands of Australian investors. 

The complex shades of foreign ownership are seen in even more heightened profile with regards to 
investment in the sector by agricultural funds such as Macquarie Bank. AACo, at least, represents a 
business model that has a standard form in the industry–it is an Australian-listed public company albeit 
with an internationally diverse share register. Agricultural funds represent an emergent investment 
vehicle that challenges the assumptions about how capital is organised for the ownership and 
management of agricultural land. 

At an international level, the pooling of capital into investment funds for agriculture gained traction in 
the past decade due to negative prospects for traditional investment destinations, such as equity and 
property, in combination with higher commodity prices and rapidly appreciating rural land values. 
Investment in agricultural land was promoted as a long term ‘safe asset’ due to expected growth in the 
global population and food demand through the 21st century (Macquarie Agricultural Funds 

                                                      

12 As defined by the Food and Agricultural Organisation, “food security exists when all people, at all times, have 
physical, social and economic access to sufficient, safe and nutritious food which meets their dietary needs and 
food preferences for an active and healthy life” (FAO, 2003: 29). In much of the Australian debate around 
foreign ownership of agricultural land, however, the phrase ‘food security’ was invoked to refer to the alleged 
capacity of domestic economic interests to control food production and trade.  
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Management, 2010). Estimates vary on the volume of capital raised through agriculture-specific 
investment vehicles, because of the wide diversity of different portfolio options (some funds combine 
agriculture with listed food or seed companies, for example). At the lower end, one London-based 
corporate research group suggested that the volume of managed investment funds mobilised for 
agricultural land acquisition from 2007-10 totalled US$13 billion in 2010 (Hardman & Co, 2010: 2). 
Looser definitions would value the sum of capital in this field as much higher. Whichever way it is 
counted, investment in agricultural land represents only a minute fraction of the total global volume of 
managed funds. Nevertheless, this is a substantial pool of money that previously did not exist for the 
sector. 

In Australia, Macquarie Bank pioneered the mobilisation of capital into agricultural land ownership 
through its establishment of Macquarie Agricultural Funds Management (MAFM) in 2003. MAFM 
operates as a vehicle for pooling investment capital and then allocating it to Macquarie-run agricultural 
businesses. This is a distinctive model, because it brings “both investment management and farming 
expertise in-house and under one roof” (MAFM, 2011). In other words, MAFM represents a vertically 
integrated operation in which it directly owns and manages the properties for which it attracts 
investment capital. This is unlike many other investment vehicles, which allocate raised capital to 
investments owned and managed by third parties. 

MAFM draws capital from offshore and domestic investors and recycles these into the Macquarie-
owned Paraway Pastoral Company, established in 2007 (Broadbent, 2010). In the four year period 
2007-11, Paraway acquired 30 separate grazing properties covering approximately 3.5 million 
hectares. The broad logic behind Paraway’s investments is to generate a geographically diversified 
portfolio of sites on Australia’s eastern seaboard–from the sheep grazing landscapes of the Riverina 
and lower Murray to the cattle country of Queensland’s northern rangelands and the Northern 
Territory’s Barkly Tableland.  

Macquarie’s development of the Paraway Pastoral Company identified livestock grazing as the 
sectoral target for agricultural investment. Subsequently, the company has successfully launched 
investment vehicles for Australian production of grapes, almonds, dairy, grains and forestry. 
Competing funds have also targeted a diverse range of agricultural investments. Rural Funds 
Management Limited, an Australian funds manager, has ten agricultural funds with approximately 
$290 million under management, as of 2011. The Sustainable Agriculture Fund, another Australian-
owned investment fund, raised $145 million in 2009 that was directed into cropping, dairy and beef 
farms in NSW, Victoria and Tasmania. In 2011, the Mauritius-based JPT Capital established a fund 
which aimed to raise $105 million for investment in the purchase and operation of Western Australian 
wheat farms (Reuters, 2011). 

The way that these investor funds access agricultural land can differ considerably. A key attribute of 
MAFM is that it directly owns all its properties. However, not all investor funds engage in outright 
ownership.  An option is to take out a management agreement or lease. This way, land ownership is 
retained in the hands of pre-existing owners (usually family-based) but the investor fund (via 
professional managers) controls on-farm activities. The Managed Investor Funds which entered the 
farm forestry sector in the first decade of the twenty-first century express a further permutation of 
these arrangements. In these cases, land ownership remained unchanged but owners signed long-term 
leases with the funds that managed forestry activities. In all events, these processes point to an 
increasingly complex rendering of land ownership and management, where physical ownership of land 
can be subsumed within contractual arrangements relating to land use and management.  

Seen in broader frames, the advent and expansion of these funds represent the incursion of 
financialisation into agriculture. The concept of financialisation refers to the sharper deployment of 
financial measures of value into commercial life. Whereas other sectors of the economy have been 
subjected to these forces–financially motivated mergers, takeovers and buy-outs have been a regular 
presence in the manufacturing and services industries–until recent times they have been relatively 
absent from rural land ownership. The entry of these vehicles seems to point to changed conditions 
making the logic of financialisation more apparent within the farming sector (Kingwell, 2010). 
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Certainly, they challenge the prevailing assumption in agricultural management that profitability 
comes from the tacit and deeply grounded knowledge systems deriving from owner-occupancy. 
Farmers not investors make better agriculturists, so the saying has gone, because they know the land 
more intimately (Marsh, 2010: 7). Furthermore, the entry of financialised investor funds seems to 
upturn assumptions about the limited importance of economies of scale in agriculture. As already 
noted, family-owned enterprises in the pastoral sector increased their average size of operations 
through the second half of the twentieth century not primarily because of attempts to capture 
economies of scale, but through the need for pastoralists to preserve the absolute size of their income 
flows in a context of declining terms of trade. Yet Paraway Pastoral Company operates to a different 
logic–its business plan explicitly assumes substantive benefits from scale economies, and mobilises 
capital to make the acquisitions necessary for this goal. It represents a financial innovation in 
agriculture as forecast a decade ago by Dwyer et al (2001). 

While processes of financialisation clearly reflected new entrants into the sector and new business 
models being applied, there remains dispute over the extent to which they mark a distinctive new era 
in the long history of land ownership in Australia’s pastoral industry. Notwithstanding the apparent 
rapid expansion of investment funds and foreign entities as owners of Australian agricultural land over 
recent years, family-based companies remain the dominant class of landholders in this sector (Kelly, 
2010). The Kidman family, for example, continues to hold approximately 11 million hectares of land 
in inland and northern Australia–almost double the amount of the second largest landowner, AACo. 
Furthermore, the tide of change does not inevitably run from family to corporate ownership–notably, 
when AMP sold the 4 million hectare Stanbroke cattle company in 2004, it reverted to ownership by 
private individuals. A review of the Northern Territory pastoral sector in 2011 (Herron Todd White, 
2011a) noted that 10% of all pastoral leases were on the market, but selling periods were long because 
buyers were few–hardly indicative of a corporate ‘land grab’ in the sector. In summary, the complex 
and multi-directional process of restructuring in Australia’s semi-arid and tropical inland and north 
seems to represent a process whereby family-based ownership remains dominant, albeit within an 
array of increasingly diverse investment and ownership vehicles that reflect the resurgent 
attractiveness of large-scale agriculture as an asset class for financial capital. 

Pathways of ownership change in Australia’s farming heartland 
Although the rangelands provide the largest area of agricultural land use in Australia, it is Australia’s 
farming heartland–the regions with at least 600 mm annual rainfall where mixed livestock, cropping, 
horticulture and dairy predominate–that accounts for the overwhelming proportion of national 
agricultural production and employment. The pathways of change for this cohort of land owners have 
vital relevance to the economic, social and environmental futures of rural Australia. Significant 
populations in these regions remain dependent on the circulation of income from agriculture, 
notwithstanding recent restructuring of the farm economy (Pritchard et al., 2012). 

This chapter has already addressed the legacy contexts that frame the contemporary socio-economic 
circumstances of Australian farming. To recall, the general pattern is for farm enterprises to restructure 
themselves out of the pre-existing templates for family farming as established by land surveys and 
closer settlement policies. The shifts from family-based to investor-backed ownership arrangements 
have been more evident in the rangelands than the agricultural heartland. Although there exist some 
examples of investor-owned agriculture (Broadbent, 2010; Broadbent and Pritchard, 2011), farmers in 
these parts of Australia have more commonly sought to preserve owner-occupance, usually family-
based, arrangements within larger-sized farming establishments. The purpose of this discussion is to 
examine these pathways of change. 

Transitions in family farming  

The starting point for this discussion is the notion of the ‘family farm’. The fact that farming has 
remained largely in the hands of family-based arrangements speaks to the distinctiveness of agriculture 
as an economic sector, as discussed earlier in this chapter. Traditionally, ‘family farming’ has been 
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defined as encapsulating overlapping categories of land, enterprise and household. One definition from 
the rural sociology literature describes family farming as an ideal-type containing six core 
characteristics: 

(1) “Business ownership is combined with managerial control in the hands of business principals. 
(2) These principals are related by kinship or marriage. 
(3) Family members provide capital to the business. 
(4) Family members including business principals do farm work. 
(5) Business ownership and managerial control are transferred between the generations with the 

passage of time. 
(6) The family lives on the farm” (Gasson and Errington, 1993:18). 

Yet as Lawrence and Gray (2000: 40) have suggested, this expression of family farming seems often to 
exist more as a myth than a lived reality. One reason for this is the increasing level of corporate 
involvement in contemporary farming, especially via contractual arrangements with off-farm entities, 
as noted earlier in this chapter (Tonts et al, 2003). Consistent with this idea, participants themselves 
often have difficulties articulating the interdependent connections between the life-worlds of running a 
family and running a business. The Victorian-based rural social researcher Roger Wilkinson (2009: 
11) expresses this well: 

“If you asked farm families what they thought was the essence of family farming, I think they 
would find it difficult to put into words. I have found that farmers think about complex ideas 
and make complex decisions but often find it difficult to express complex ideas verbally. In 20 
years of rural social research I have heard many farmers express seemingly simplistic views 
about their farms (wanting to leave their land in better condition than they found it is the 
classic statement); frequently I have formed the impression that they wished they could explain 
it better.” 

Wilkinson makes sense of these views through invoking the notion of ‘consubstance’. As developed 
by Gray (1998: 345), this refers to “a spatial relation between family and farm, between beings and a 
place, such that the distinct existence and form of both partake of or become united in a common 
substance.” In other words, through consubstantiation: “the farm becomes not simply an object but the 
very part of the farm family that is used by them to express their identities, both to other members of 
the farming community and to the world in general” (Wilkinson, 2009: 12).  

Recent patterns of change in agriculture, however, have frayed the consubstantial essence of land, 
household and establishment. It is increasingly obvious that the bulk of the farm sector has continued 
to be owned and operated through a diversity of family-backed arrangements that have semblances to, 
but are not quite fully-fledged exemplars of, family farming. Larger areas under operation require the 
mobilisation of more labour, meaning that family labour needs supplementation by hired help. 
Increased capital requirements feed into more complex equity and debt structures, and the need for 
professionalised decision-making. Off-farm business services (accountants, lawyers and financial 
advisors) now play an increasingly vital role in the farm sector. The evolved structures of family 
farming seem increasingly to take place through a progressively more diverse array of extended, joint 
and partnership arrangements, held together via legal trusts. For the larger entities, ‘family’ farming 
seems increasingly to imply the enrolment of multi-generational networks of siblings and in-laws, 
beyond the boundaries of individual nuclear units. 

These developments clearly give rise to a new social category of farmers, although rural researchers 
have grappled with an appropriate framework and nomenclature to account for this. The United States 
Department of Agriculture has influentially developed a framework defining farms in terms of ‘large 
family farms’, ‘very large family farms’ and ‘non-family farms’ (Mishra et al., 2002), but this 
unwieldy terminology seems to speaks to the need for bureaucratic classification rather than animating 
key social, economic and cultural characteristics of the sector. In contrast, Pritchard, Burch and 
Lawrence (2007: 76) use the term ‘farm family entrepreneurs’ to describe the situation where “family 
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units remain at the social and economic heart of farm ownership and operation, but in the context 
where they relate to their land-based assets through legal and financial structures characteristic of the 
wider economy”. For these entities, increasing the size of land under operational control provides a 
vital ingredient for commercial viability.  

As this occurs, it becomes increasingly the case that farm holdings comprise aggregations of non-
contiguous properties. In general, this leads to a reduction in the number of inhabited properties. A 
prevalent theme in contemporary Australian rurality is abandonment, or at least, renting out, of farm 
houses which previously would have been the homes of owner-occupiers. Research is scant on the 
incidence of this process, although Barr (2004: 8) concludes that in 2001, 33% of persons indicating 
that “farming” was their occupation also said they “drove to work”, suggesting they lived at one place 
but their farm holdings were in another (non-contiguous) place.13 Lennox (2009) has dubbed this 
phenomenon “drive-in, drive-out farming”.14 

The role of land in family farm transitions 

As suggested above, land plays central but varying roles in the restructuring processes associated with 
modern Australian agriculture. Official estimates indicate that in the two decades from 1982-83 to 
2002-03–the period roughly corresponding to the onset of the liberalisation philosophy in Australian 
agriculture–average farm size increased from 2,720 hectares to 3,340 hectares (Productivity 
Commission, 2005: 34). For individual agricultural sectors, these shifts have created substantial 
changes to the nature of farming. For instance, in the grains sector, the average area sown to wheat per 
grower increased by 83% from 1977-78 to 2004-05 (GRDC, 2005: 5), while in dairy, the average herd 
size per farmer grew from 71 cows in 1970-71 to 220 cows in 2009-10 (Dairy Australia, 2010).15  

Increased average farm sizes, however, tell only part of the story of change in Australian agriculture. 
What seems to be happening is a bifurcation between a cohort of commercial farms, which in general 
terms have increased in size over time, and a numerically larger quantum of farms which are smaller 
and more commercially marginal. A widely-cited ‘rule of thumb’ is that the largest 10% of farm 
businesses now account for at least half of national agricultural output (Corish, 2004) while the 
smallest 50% of farms contributes more than 10-20% of the output (ABS, 2011c). In key respects, the 
‘struggling middle’ of farms has faced the sharpest edge of competition in the liberalisation era 
(Davidson, 1997; Haslam McKenzie and Stehlik, 2005). Oftentimes, these farms are associated with 
                                                      

13 Or, as Barr also speculates, these persons identified themselves as “farmers” for the CPH, but actually had 
‘second jobs’ somewhere else (in town, say) to which they commuted. 
14 In the US, recent research has to measure and assess this phenomenon using the concept of ‘absentee 
landlords’, who are defined as persons who live in a different county to the agricultural land that they own 
(Petrzelka and Marquart-Pyatt, 2011). That definition, however, seems to speak to the particularities of US 
agricultural politics; and especially, debate around the extent to which subsidies purportedly made in the 
interests of family farmers are received by larger agricultural concerns. In Australia, the issue of whether the 
owner of a paddock lives next door, down the road, or across the border in a different LGA has less immediate 
political or social ramifications. 
15 National data suggest that the trend towards ever-increasing average farm size subsequently petered out. 

However, this (somewhat surprising) result largely reflects the conversion of large rangelands areas from 
agriculture to other purposes (as discussed above). In 2009-10 there were an estimated 120,112 farm 
establishments in Australia covering an estimated area of 398.6 million hectares, which equates to an average 
farm size of 3,318 hectares or a slight decline on the figure from 2002-03 (ABS, 2011d). Official estimates on 
this topic need to be treated cautiously, however, because of definitional issues. The concept of the ‘farm 
establishment’ used by the ABS for data collection purposes refers to the sum of activities undertaken by an 
agricultural operator within a single LGA. If a single owner has operations spread across two LGAs, this is 
defined as two farm establishments. Yet it is increasingly the case that single operators run multi-site 
agricultural enterprises located in several LGAs (Pritchard, Burch and Lawrence, 2007; Pritchard et al., 2012). 
This component of upsizing is statistically excluded from official estimates, which thereby considerably 
understate the extent of this phenomenon. The issue of definitions is explored in more detail in Chapter Three. 
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ageing owners who continue to rely on farms as the major source of household income. As discussed 
later in this report, they have a high propensity for ownership change, as owners retire or properties 
revert to being deceased estates. 

These patterns are consistent, of course, with the incentive structures generated by contemporary farm 
policy settings. Liberalisation has ensured that farm performance is linked more directly to agricultural 
operators’ capacities to respond to commercial signals. Thus, correlated to the shift to larger farm sizes 
has been a striking (and widening) difference in average rates of return on capital between different 
categories of farms. Over the past two decades, cash incomes for the smallest 25% of broadacre farms 
have been consistently negative (ABARES, 2011: 24). These entities have survived only through 
recourse to pluriactive household income strategies and the effects of land value appreciation in terms 
of bolstering farm equity. In contrast, farm cash incomes for the largest 25% of broadacre farms have 
been positive and increasing. During the five years to 2009-10, the 25% largest broadacre farms 
obtained an average annual rate of return on capital of 4%, or 7% if the effects of capital appreciation 
(mainly land values–as discussed below) are included (ABARES, 2011: 25).16 

Research by Neil Barr in the context of successive national censuses provides the most comprehensive 
set of insights into the question of how these economy-wide forces flow into the micro-dynamics of 
farm adjustment. His project for the ABS Census Analytical Program (Barr, 2004) sought to generate a 
spatial picture of social change in agriculture from the integration of data from the Census of 
Population and Housing (CPH) and the Australian Agricultural Census (AAC).17 These two censuses 
are generally held in the same year, however use different data frames. (The CPH uses households; the 
AAC uses farm establishments – see Chapter Two for elaboration on this point.) Integration of these 
data enabled measurement of the rate at which individuals were entering or exiting farming as an 
occupation and, from this, the development of a model of farm adjustment. Disaggregation of this 
model to the level of individual agricultural sectors and regions then provided a basis for socio-spatial 
comparative assessment of agriculture’s micro-dynamics. Barr’s study provided comparative analysis 
of these two data sources from 1976-2001. Unfortunately, the exercise has not been replicated so as to 
provide an updated assessment incorporating the 2006 and 2011 CPH and AAC. 

Barr calculated rates of farmer entry and exit using a set of algorithms which aimed to take into 
account the pluriactive nature of farm households in contemporary Australia.18 From this analysis, he 
concluded that the statistic of a 1% annual decline in the number of farmers across Australia during the 
past few decades – itself one of the most widely cited tropes in analyses of rural restructuring, see 
Lawrence and Gray (2000) – is composed actually of the difference between annual farmer entry rates 
of between 3-5% (Barr, 2004: 23) and annual farmer exit rates 4-6% (Barr, 2004: 30). In other words, 
Barr found that around 4-6% of farmers were leaving the land each year, and were being replenished 
by newcomers representing only 3-5% of the total farming population. Crucially, then, Barr attempted 
to connect differentiation in entry/exit rates to the geographies of rural land occupance across 
Australia. His key conclusions were: 

Farmer Entry: “There are not great differences in the entry rates to farming in most of the 
farming regions. The dryland cropping regions of southern Australia remain the regions with 
the lowest rates of entry to agriculture. This presumably reflects the limited number of small 
properties in this region that allow purchase by a new entrant with limited capital. Entry rates 
were highest in the Peri-urban area and the Rangelands, reflecting two quite different dynamics 

                                                      

16 In this paragraph, ‘smallest’ and ‘largest’ refer to size of farm receipts, not area of land. 
17 The project extended previous studies undertaken by Barr (2001a; 2001b) for the National Land and Water 
Resources audit. 
18 This exercise is not straightforward. The CPH asks respondents to nominate the ‘main job they held last 
week’, but as Barr (2004: 7) observes, this is not always clear for people living in farm households. People living 
in farm households (especially males) may work more hours in an off-farm occupation, but self-identify as a 
‘farmer’. Contrastingly, for reasons of social conventions and traditions, females living in farm households may 
not always list their occupation as farming, even if this is their major work activity (Alston, 1998). See Barr 
(2004: 16-17) for an assessment of how these concerns were navigated. 
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of adjustment. In the Rangelands the high rate of entry is a reflection of the significant number 
of employee managers in relatively short tenure in positions. In the Peri-urban region and the 
coastal strips near major population centres, entry is associated with urban rather than rural 
patterns of family migration” (Barr, 2004: 22) 

Farmer exit: “Regional variation in exit rates was quite limited in the most recent inter-censal 
period. Three regions had clearly higher exit rates: the Peri-urban, the Closer Settled Grazing 
and the Rangelands. High exit rates in the Rangelands are not a reflection of property 
ownership changeover, but of the relatively short tenure of Rangelands employee managers on 
larger stations and stations owned by mining companies. Central Australia is a notable 
exception. The short-term nature of occupational farming status in the Rangelands is 
underlined by the high number of Rangeland farmers who indicate their usual residence is 
somewhere other than their location on census night. High exit rates in the Peri-urban area are 
probably part of the general pattern of urban migration and its high mobility rates. Higher than 
average exit rates are also observed in irrigation districts, particularly where dairying is a major 
industry such the Goulburn Valley of Victoria” (Barr, 2004: 29-30). 

The regional comparisons of farmer entry and exit rates provided the basis for Barr to develop a model 
of the social stability/instability of agriculture. Based on comparative rates of farmer entry and exit, a 
fourfold classification of ‘tightly held’, ‘consolidating’, ‘fragmenting’ and ‘churning’ regions was 
constructed (Table 4). Taking this a stage further, rural SLAs were then classified in terms of their 
position within entry and exit rate quartiles (Table 5). Further discussion of the spatial conclusions 
from Barr’s work will take place in Chapter Four, when his findings are compared and contrasted with 
those form the present study. 

Table 4. A simple conceptual model of farm entry and exit 

Entry rate 

Exit rate 

Low High 

  

Low Tightly held Consolidation 

High Fragmentation Churning 
 

Source: Barr (2004) 

 

Table 5. Classification model of regional farm adjustment 

 Exit rate    

 Lowest quartile Second quartile Third quartile Highest quartile 

Entry rate     

Lowest quartile Tightly held Tightly held Consolidation Consolidation 

Second quartile Tightly held Average Average Consolidation 

Third Quartile Fragmentation Average Average Churning 

Highest quartile Fragmentation Fragmentation Churning Churning 
 

Source: Barr (2004) 

For the purposes of this current discussion, Barr’s model provides an extremely valuable addition to 
research. By unpacking the concept of ‘net rates of change in the farm population’ into its constituent 
components of entry and exit, his approach draws attention to the need for analytic separation of the 
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questions of ‘who is leaving’ and ‘who is entering’ the farm sector. As his research demonstrates, 
similar net rates of change can be the product of underlying dynamics that differ considerably. 

This recognition of the different underlying dynamics shaping net change to the farm population 
across Australia then flows into a need to understand the diverse ways in which farmers negotiate 
incentives and opportunities for entry and exit. Research into farmer adjustment and adaptation is a 
hugely complex and extensive field. Previous research for RIRDC on the issue of structural adjustment 
in Australian agriculture has brought to attention the diverse range of external drivers (economic, 
climate, social, policy etc) which then impact on agricultural entities which possess different 
combinations of natural, financial, social, physical and human capital. The complexities of these 
interactions create variations in farmers’ abilities to adapt and adjust (ABARE, 2007: 19). This point is 
demonstrated with regards to research on diversification, one of the foremost adjustment strategies in 
Australian agriculture. Successful diversification involves a mix of beneficial financial and social 
outcomes, within broader contexts of family aspirations and succession (Mooney et al, 2010). 

Consistent with this general approach, Whatmore et al. (1987a; 1987b) have argued that explanations 
for when and how individual farms adjust to changing circumstances need to be framed with an acute 
appreciation of farm operators’ individual circumstances. It is the specific intersections of life, land 
and economy which shape the relative attractiveness of different adjustment strategies available and 
attractive to farmers. A good representation of this is provided in Johnsen’s (2004) study of the 
adaptive responses by farmers in Waihemo, in New Zealand’s South Island. She makes the point that 
there are a number of different adaptive routes available for farmers, all of which can be pursued in 
different combinations (Figure 2). 

 

 
 

 

Focussing on the role of land in farm adjustment strategies calls attention to the importance of debt 
finance (Dwyer and Lim, 2001). Purchases of land are large and ‘lumpy’ capital outlays, which 
generally require farmers to have access to lines of credit. Between 2001 and 2007, the debt-servicing 
ratio (the proportion of farm cash income needed to pay interest and principal) for Australian farmers 
doubled (Pritchard et al., 2012), and approximately half of all debt raised by farmers was used for land 
purchases (ABARES, 2011: 21). These funds, however, were typically deployed by just 5-7% of all 
farmers (ABARES, 2011: 23). Evidently, purchases of land by a small minority of farm businesses 
each year were responsible for almost half of all new debt deployed by the farm sector. 

 
Farm adjustment 

Alteration of 
farm size 

Withdrawal 
from farming 

Changed farm 
expenditure 

Changes to 
farming 
practices Changes to 

farm labour 

Pluriactivity 

Diversification 
into new farm 

products 

Figure 2. Farm adjustment options (adapted from Johnsen, 2004) 
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The question is which classes of farmers engage in the rural land market, and for what purposes, has 
crucial relevance for the current research. Referring back to Wilson’s (2007; 2008) multifunctional 
rural transition model, Australia’s liberalised mode of agricultural regulation frames the overall pattern 
of change in the rural land market, but individual landholders are unequally positioned or motivated to 
act on incentives presented by the market. Differences in financial resources, entrepreneurship, the 
location of properties (and their alternative use values), family circumstances, age and situation (for 
example, having connections with ‘cashed up’ potential business partners) mean that patterns of land 
ownership change in the agricultural heartlands progresses down numerous pathways. Figure 1 
provides a simplified rendition of these trajectories. Farm family entrepreneurs can buy and sell land 
as they reposition themselves in line with changing commercial strategies or contexts (pathway E, 
‘land churning’); farm families can strategically acquire land and become larger (pathway F 
‘upscaling’); farm families can sell off some of their blocks to release cash but stay in agriculture 
(pathway G, ‘treading water’); or farm families can exit farming entirely, with their land being 
converted to amenity or rural residential uses (pathways H and I– considered more fully in the next 
section). Furthermore, when considering these issues it needs to be remembered that for every farmer 
buying more land, there must be a seller. Motivations and capacities to ‘get big’ may remain latent if 
appropriate land is not readily available. In terms of understanding the dynamics of land ownership 
change, therefore, the characteristics of sellers are as important as those of buyers.19 

Three core factors, however, shape the engagement of farmer landholders to the rural land market; 
economics (trends in land prices), geography (location of farms in relation to alternative use values) 
and demography (characteristics of potential buyers/sellers). Focusing on the first of these factors, land 
values in rural Australia exhibited a slow rate of appreciation in the 1990s, but then took off in the 
2000s. Between 2001-02 and 2006-07, the price of broadacre agricultural land increased from $270 to 
$530 per hectare. This meant that the ratio of average broadacre farm land prices to farm cash receipts 
per hectare almost doubled, from 5:1 to 9:1 (ABARES, 2011: 23). Data published by the rural property 
firm Elders indicate that between 2002 and 2007, rural land prices doubled for both broadacre and 
lifestyle properties in all states except Victoria, where the increase was slightly more modest (Elders 
Real Estate, various years). Land prices then stabilised in the years after 2006-07, due to the global 
financial crisis (Herron Todd White, 2011b). 

More detailed assessment of these processes is provided in the work of Christopher Eves (Eves, 2002; 
2005; 2010; Eves and Painter, 2007; Painter and Eves, 2008).20  Eves’ most comprehensive empirical 
assessment of these processes is his study of the operation of the rural property sector in NSW over the 
period 1990-2008 (Eves, 2010). This study made extensive historical use of land transactions data held 
by the information broking firm RP Data (which has a commercial agreement for the supply of data 
from the LPMA, the (then) NSW Government land data custodian).21 To clean this data set, Eves 
filtered out: all transactions that involved government agencies; transactions where the same family 
name was listed in both the seller and buyer details (a proxy for intra-family transfers); transactions 
where the price per hectare was significantly below the average price per hectare for that particular 
period; and transfers that were initiated by the Family Law Court. The resulting database (of 35,000 
transactions) was then analysed within annual and geographical contexts.  

                                                      

19 Complicating these pathways further is the separation of land and water titles for rural properties. This 
allows a landholder to sell her/his water entitlement (either on a temporary or permanent basis) to raise 
capital, while at the same time, retaining her/his underlying land. Or, to consider the converse, landholders can 
increase the productive value of their land by buying water entitlements from sellers. 
20 Somewhat surprisingly, academic researchers have expressed little interest in the rural land market in 
Australia. This is in contrast to urban Australia, where there is a vast literature in property economics examining 
the operation of residential and commercial markets in Australia’s major cities. See Eves (2010: 86) for a 
discussion of this point. 
21 In 2011, LPMA was abolished by the NSW Government in the context of an inter-agency restructuring. Its data custodian 
functions are now the responsibility of Land & Property Information NSW. For the sake of simplicity, we refer to LPMA as 
the data custodian throughout this document, as this was the agency from which the data was obtained. 
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Eves concludes that the average annual capital return for NSW rural land over this period was 6.18% 
(2010: 90), although there was significant year-on-year volatility which generally increased over time. 
He attributes this volatility to the various confluences of seasonal, commodity price and demand 
conditions. Geographically, the NSW results are notable for the fact that the average rate of capital 
return was highest in the North-West region of the state. In terms of agricultural land use, this region 
was associated with rapid growth in irrigated cotton production during the period under consideration. 
By contrast, the Far West had the lowest (by a significant margin) capital returns on land, and also, the 
highest rate of year-on-year volatility (Eves, 2010: 92). 

The appreciating value of rural land in Australia over the past decade has been a key driver of market 
engagement. Increases in rural land values have a stratifying effect in terms of enabling farmers to 
respond to market signals. On the one hand, farmers who already hold significant areas of land benefit 
from the appreciation of these assets, because it boosts their equity and underpins an ability to increase 
their borrowings. At the same time, increased rural land prices may encourage faster downscaling or 
exit out of agriculture for farmers wanting to restructure, and put a brake on farmers wishing to 
upscale.  

These considerations take on even greater significance when combined with geographical factors that 
lead to rural land having alternative (i.e., non-agricultural) use values. The data reported above from 
ABARE and Eves refer to broadacre and pastoral zones where agriculture is the main (in some cases 
only) use value. Yet in many parts of rural Australia, competing use values play a key role in driving 
land prices, which has implications for patterns of ownership change. The role of the mining industry 
in particular regions (notably, the Liverpool Plains of northern NSW) was noted earlier in this chapter. 
Another example is farm forestry, which during the past decade provided the prospect of an alternative 
income stream for farmers in many parts of southern Australia, although the realisation of returns was 
impaired by the collapse of a number of the Managed Investment Schemes that promoted these 
investments. 

Geographical factors connected to amenity, however, are the most important alternative land use by far 
when it comes to shaping rural land markets. Analysis of these issues has been undertaken most 
extensively through the work of Neil Barr and colleagues in Victoria, as part of the social landscapes 
research, discussed above (inter alia, Barr, 2001; 2003; 2004; 2005; 2009; Barr, Karunaratne and 
Wilkinson, 2005; Barr, Wilkinson and Karunaratne, 2005; Cary, Webb and Barr; 2001; 2002; Pannell 
et al, 2006). Uniquely in the Australian context, Barr calculated and mapped an amenity premium 
within rural land. The amenity premium is the ratio of land value to the gross value of production, 
calculated per hectare. In relatively remote, agricultural production regions, such as the Mallee District 
of north-west Victoria, this ratio is less than two. However, in the high rural amenity zone from 
Melbourne north to the central highlands and the corridor to Albury, it is above eight. The amenity 
premium clearly derives from additional competition for land. Where agricultural production is the 
mainstay of the local economy–that is, there are few alternative sources of income–rural land prices 
largely reflect the potentiality of farm output only. Cognate research by Barr identifies that in these 
areas, local residents are the main purchasers of rural land (Barr, 2009: 56). Yet in places where rural 
social landscapes reflect wider use values, land prices are pushed upwards. In these contexts, land 
values encapsulate the capacity for properties to support house block construction and/or subdivision. 
Barr interprets these data in terms of a geographically varied decoupling of land prices from 
agricultural returns. Whereas the monetary value of land may largely reflect its agricultural productive 
value in some parts of the state, where there is demand for land from residential development or other 
higher-value uses, prices are bid up. This process, in turn, undermines the future agricultural potential 
of such regions. Because of rising land prices, existing farmers find it increasingly difficult to acquire 
the additional land that is necessary to underpin efficiency. As Barr (2009: 57) notes: “the effect is to 
render the traditional farming strategy of ‘get big or get out’ obsolete”. 

The third key factor shaping farmers’ engagement with rural land markets is demography. While 
economics dictate landholder behaviour by setting out the broad price trends for the purchase and sale 
of land, and geography determines whether individual landholders are in positions to capture those 
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benefits, demography plays a vital role in framing the flow of properties onto the market. Specifically, 
the ageing of the Australian farmer population coupled with succession problems for many current 
farming families generates a set of supply side processes that facilitates land ownership change. These 
dynamics have been explored in greatest empirical detail through research in northern Victoria by 
Curtis, Robertson and Tennant (2001) and then in the PhD (2010) and subsequent publications of 
Emily Mendham (Mendham and Curtis, 2010; Mendham, Gosnell and Curtis, 2011; Curtis and 
Mendham, 2011). 

Research in the Goulburn-Broken catchment of northern Victoria by Curtis, Robertson and Tennant 
(2001) initiated these efforts. These researchers applied life expectancy tables to farmer respondents’ 
answers to survey questions about their future plans. Based on this method, it was concluded that 45% 
of farm properties would change hands within a decade (Mendham, 2010: 17). This magnitude of 
expected property churn was assumed to reflect the fact that in this region, farmers who were ageing, 
expressed mixed views on their futures, and in many cases, had no willing offspring to inherit the 
farm. Moreover, increased demand for rural lands by non-farmers (see the discussion on the research 
by Neil Barr, above) inflate rural land prices, thereby providing greater incentives for farmers to sell 
their land. 

Mendham extended this research through case studies of Corangamite and Wimmera. The 
methodology Mendham applied to this task involved a multi-pronged approach. To provide baseline 
data on pre-existing rates of rural property turnover, she sourced land parcels data from the data 
custodian in Victoria, the Valuer-General. Then, to generate forecasts of anticipated rates of future 
change, questionnaire-based landholder surveys were used. Mendham drew on the results of 
landholder surveys undertaken in Corangamite (2006) and Wimmera (2008) that were part of a 
previous research effort (in which she was a team member). These two methodological approaches 
were supplemented by Life Expectancy tables (following the lead of Curtis, Robertson and Tennant’s 
(2001) study) and qualitative interviews with 42 landholders across the two Districts. 

Mendham obtained data on all rural property sales greater than 10 hectares for her two case study areas 
over the period 1995-2005. By comparing these data to the number of properties,22 a rural property 
turnover (or ‘churn’) rate was calculated (Mendham, 2010: 78). These procedures led her to estimate 
that in the Wimmera region, 22.4% of rural properties had undergone ownership transfer between 
1995 and 2005, representing an annual rate of change that increased from 1.23% at the beginning of 
the period to 2.47% at the end (Mendham, 2010: 103). In Corangamite, 25% of properties changed 
hands between 1995 and 2005, with the annual incidence of property sales increasing from 1.76% in 
1995 to 3.4% in 2005 (Mendham, 2010: 132). These results were then used by Mendham to 
contextualise the findings from her survey questionnaire and application of the Life Expectancy tables. 
Her calculations based on these data led her to conclude that the rate of property change in these two 
regions would increase from the decadal rate of 22-25% in the period 1995-2005, to upwards of 50% 
in the decade 2005-15. Further aspects of Mendham’s thesis confirmed the social and economic 
differentiation of new from existing landowners, and the relevance of a view of rural change which 
emphasised a multifunctional rural transition (Holmes, 2006). 

Economics, geography and demography coincide to create particular networks of land transfer. Over 
the past half century in Australia, the prevailing pattern of farm ownership change has involved what 
can be called ‘spatially endogenous’ processes–defined as where new buyers are actually already 
present in rural landscapes. Barr (2009: 10) describes these tendencies in the following terms: 

                                                      

22 Although Mendham (2010: 98) comments that: “There were some inconsistencies and missing data in these 
databases”. As discussed in Chapter Three, this project also faced considerable challenges with regards to the 
accuracy and consistency of official land record datasets. 



 

34 
 

 “Neighbour watches neighbour, assessing which farm will come onto the market and when 
this might occur. Those businesses that do not increase their productivity and fall behind are 
likely candidates. Those businesses that lack a successor are likewise potential targets. And so, 
the business and family life of neighbours is of business interest to the ambitious farming 
family.” 

However, the increased size of ‘farm family entrepreneurs’ and the rise of investor-capital forms of 
farming, as described in the previous section, have seen the more active presence of ‘exogenous’ 
buyers in the market for agricultural land (see Magnan, 2011 for a discussion of this in the Canadian 
context).  This underscores the complexity of ownership change pathways for rural land. 

To recap, patterns of change in the ownership of land in Australia’s agricultural heartlands reflect a 
complex set of overlapping processes. The market liberal mode of regulation for Australian farmers 
provides a set of incentives encouraging productive efficiency, which translates to an overarching shift 
towards larger farm businesses. By-and-large, these processes have been expressed through 
transformations to traditional family farming arrangements. Differences in the capacities and 
motivations of landholders to act on these incentives, however, frame a multitude of diverse pathways 
of land ownership change. Shaping these developments have been the overall appreciation of rural 
land values, the advent of non-agricultural land uses in different geographical settings, and the ageing 
of the farmer population. Some of these themes will be revisited in Chapter Four, when the original 
data developed by this project are analysed and interpreted. For the moment, however, it is timely to 
address the third broad arena of land ownership change covered in this chapter–the emergence of rural 
spaces of lifestyle, amenity and residence. 

Pathways of ownership change associated with lifestyle, amenity 
and rural residence 
A key theme in contemporary rural research–both in Australia and in other developed countries–is the 
proliferation of consumptive uses of rural space. This process takes various forms that are not always 
readily packaged into a single cogent narrative. It includes, for instance, rural holdings with ‘set aside’ 
areas for native bushland, new types of farming enterprise based around low-input agriculture, the 
conversion of farms into consumption spaces (agri-tourism ventures, such as bed and breakfasts, horse 
riding, bird watching, hiking trails, etc), low density rural living precincts, and peri- and ex-urban 
regions where lines blur between agri-productive, residential and industrial uses.23 Oftentimes, the 
change in land ownership associated with these land use transformations are accompanied by 
significant socio-cultural shifts in local demographics, as newcomers with different value sets replace 
traditional land owning classes. In Figure 1, these transformations are described through pathways 
involving a replacement of family farming with amenity capture (pathway H) and sub-division 
(pathway I). Previous RIRDC-funded research on this issue (using the terminology of ‘small farms’) 
summarises the regional implications of these processes as follows: 

• The increasing number of small farms in some regional areas is changing the traditional 
demographic make-up of rural community, influencing community values and providing new 
opportunities for community growth. 

• Social, economic and environmental measures that reveal the value of small lifestyle farms to 
healthy communities are complex, generally untested and often subjective in nature. 

                                                      

23 Peri-urban is defined as non-urban land which fringes metropolitan centres. It is frequently neither fully 
urban nor rural, but comprises a mosaic of poorly planned and often incompatible land uses. Ex-urban is 
defined as commuter-belt, discrete communities within rural settings. 
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• Rural Australia is moving into a new era of greater population pressures, greater demand for 
land and rural residential housing and consequently may need to adjust ideas about the 
character of the Australian countryside. 

• Landscape and land productivity is being impacted in response to new subdivisions and 
development. 

• The tenure pattern of land is changing rapidly, production is diversifying, productivity is 
multiplying, land prices are increasing, and the landscapes supporting rural communities are 
changing dramatically. 

• Changing patterns of settlement in rural Australia are having a profound impact on social 
structures that support rural communities. (Hollier and Reid, 2007: iii) 

The following discussion firstly addresses issues associated with changes within farming practices that 
lead to heightened attention being placed on the environmental attributes of production and/or the 
positioning of production in ways that accentuate local providence, and then, land use transitions 
relating to the replacement of agricultural land uses with rural residential purposes. 

Amenity-based farming landscapes 

Shifts within farming fall within a general rubric of replacing productivism with forms of agriculture 
that are more nuanced, in terms of their relations with local ecologies and markets. Productivism, as 
discussed earlier in this chapter, is centred on agricultural practices based around commodity 
production with the general intent of maximising output volumes. Mirroring arguments made in the 
previous section, transformations in these directions are socially and geographically varied. Not all 
landholders are equally placed and motivated to engage with possibilities for altering their agricultural 
practices. Connecting these ideas to Wilson’s (2007) multifunctional rural transition theory, it is 
apparent that different landholders regard shifts out of productivist agriculture differently (either 
positively or negatively) and in any case, have different constraints and opportunities to act on any 
desires for change. Wilson (2007: 278) uses the diagrammatic metaphor of a funnel to describe the 
enabling possibilities that link landholders’ thought and action. Cashed up owner-occupiers have the 
greatest capacity to implement land use transitions and this class of landholders can make a strategic 
choice to travel down highly productivist pathways or to reallocate land for non-productive purposes. 
Farms in multi-member ownership arrangements (he uses the example of family and non-family trusts) 
have lesser freedom because of the need to accommodate a range of stakeholders’ interests (see also 
Wilkinson, 2009: 11). Finally, owner-occupiers on small holdings or tenant farmers have the lowest 
capacity to shift their land use activities, because of restrictions of size and operational independence. 
Of course, size and ownership characteristics are not everything. Owner-occupiers on relatively larger 
holdings theoretically may have greater scope to implement land use transitions, but this may remain 
unrealised because of practical restrictions associated with debt, family circumstances, etc. Moreover, 
life cycle factors clearly play a key role in shaping the bounds of perception. Owner-occupiers nearing 
retirement will perceive and act on land use futures quite differently to those starting out. 

Looking at the processes from a slightly different angle, Marsden and Smith (2005) trace pathways out 
of productivist agriculture through an entwined combination of commercial and cultural logics. Firstly, 
these shifts can be motivated by commercial incentives for local producers and their networks to try 
and capture more of the economic value of their products locally, in contexts where value is being lost 
to down-stream (non-local) actors. Secondly, to achieve these aspirations, innovations in mechanisms 
for distributing value among producers and processors at the local level (for example, regional 
marketing, training, establishment of local markets, etc) are required. Crucially, these innovations 
generally necessitate new types of entrepreneurial activity which Marsden and Smith (2005) describe 
as “socio-ecological”, in the sense that they are premised on sharp differences to prevailing 
(productivist) networks. Finally, the capture of on-farm value through these mechanisms then forges 
new potential synergies between farming and multi-functional rurality–including agri-tourism, food 
festivals, etc. According to Kneafsey et al. (2001) these transformations involve changes to both the 
vertical and horizontal positioning of farm enterprises. Vertical transformations involve new 
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arrangements linking local farmers with different sets of (downstream) speciality, high value 
providores. Horizontal transformations relate to new geographies of cooperation and joint effort, such 
that regional reputation, marketing and common pool resources (environmental amenity, for instance) 
are preserved and/or enhanced. 

 

Land fragmentation and rural residential landscapes 

Shifts away from productivist agricultural practices are generally associated with wider processes of 
rural land use change involving acquisition of land for acreages, holiday uses and various other 
residential-based forms of occupance. These expansions of non-agricultural land uses in the 
countryside are most pronounced in regions within a few hours drive from the major cities, rural 
coastal (‘sea change’) and amenity-rich inland (‘tree change’) landscapes. The mechanics of these 
changes involve owners downsizing or sub-dividing existing holdings for rural residential purposes: 
defined as lands “in a rural setting, used and developed for dwellings that are not primarily associated 
with agriculture” (Department of Sustainability and Environment (Vic), 2006). Characteristically, 
individual parcels are between 0.5 ha and 10 ha, are located in subdivided precincts in amenity-rich 
environments, and have access to a range of municipal services. Yet, because different owners sell 
their land at different times and in different parcel combinations, the effect is often to produce 
fragmented rural landscapes. The environmental and social implications that are generated from these 
land use transformations have attracted considerable interest from geographers and other rural 
researchers. 

The environmental implications of these processes have been studied widely. Researchers have 
recognised that the proliferation of fragmented rural landscapes poses considerable implications for the 
management of invasive species, weeds, water flows, bushfire risk, and ecosystem fragmentation. 
Australian-based research in this area (see, inter alia, Hollier and Reid, 2007; Gill et al, 2008; Klepeis, 
Gill and Chisholm, 2009; Buxton et al., 2010; Wickramasuriya et al 2010; in press) broadly 
complements an extensive international effort in this field. Notably, the work of Hannah Gosnell, Julia 
Haggerty and colleagues in the area around Yellowstone National Park in the US exemplifies the way 
that exhaustive, time series, analyses of land ownership fragmentation (focussing on an increase in 
‘lifestyle’ ranchers) reveal widespread environmental consequences (Gosnell and Travis, 2005; 
Gosnell et al., 2006; 2007). These studies, moreover, form part of an even wider field of inquiry into 
these issues using land use change simulation modelling. The intention of most of these modelling 
studies is to generate formalised relationships between different spatial variables to enable predictive 
capabilities and the vast majority of the published literature in this field (both in Australia and 
internationally) incorporates variables derived from land parcels data (inter alia, Theobald and 
Thompson Hobbs, 1998; Veldkamp and Lambin, 2001; Parker et al, 2003; Evans et al, 2004; 
Ligtenberg et al, 2004; Bakker and van Doorn, 2009). In recent years, the field of land use change 
simulation modelling has expanded, developed greater sophistication, and become more entwined 
within land use policy-making. 

The social implications of land fragmentation have been studied both in rural lifestyle regions and in 
peri- and ex-urban contexts. Focusing on the former, rural social researchers have examined these 
processes in terms of the changing socio-cultural basis of Australian rurality (Curry et al, 2001; Tonts 
and Greive, 2002; Argent, Smailes and Griffin, 2007; Argent et al, 2011; Bohnet and Moore, 2011; 
Millar, 2011). In peri- and ex- urban landscapes, key areas of interest have been land use contestation 
and change. This interest reflects the fact that peri- and ex-urban landscapes are characterised by “low 
density, non-contiguous and land-intensive” (Irwin and Bockstael, 2002: 31) land use morphologies. 
Residential, industrial and agricultural uses intersperse in complex ways, creating intense 
entanglements of conflicting commercial interests, property rights, amenity perceptions and 
biosecurity/animal welfare issues (see, inter alia, Aslin and Mazur, 2005; Buxton et al, 2006; Houston 
2003; 2004; 2005; Hutchings, 2005; Low Choy et al, 2008; McKenzie, 1996; 1997; Sinclair and 
Bunker, 2007). 
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In both these settings, however, a key concern is the way that rural landscape fragmentation has 
encouraged greater spatial complexity, with accompanying higher levels of income and lifestyle 
polarisation. Of key note within this field (which explicitly straddles rural and peri-urban settings) is 
the work of Fiona McKenzie and colleagues on the measurement of non-local rural residential 
ratepayers (McKenzie, 2006; McKenzie et al., 2007; 2008; Spatial Analysis and Research: Department 
of Planning and Community Development (Vic) 2007). During the period 2006-08, Fiona McKenzie 
led a research program at the Spatial Analysis and Research branch of the Victorian Department of 
Planning and Community Development into non-resident ratepayers within rural communities. The 
general aim of this research program was to generate a comprehensive understanding of the incidence 
and characteristics of the phenomenon of ‘part-time populations’, thus building on insights from a 
series of previous one-off investigations in Victoria (Caddick and Marshall, 2006), South Australia 
(Hugo and Rudd, 2004) and Western Australia (Kelly and Hosking, 2005). McKenzie’s project used 
ratepayer databases to estimate the proportion of landowners that were non-resident in each rural local 
government area of Victoria. The research found that the ‘tree change’ LGA of Mansfield and the ‘sea 
change’ LGAs of Queenscliffe, Surf Coast and Bass Coast all had more than 50% of ratepayers being 
non-resident–the highest rates in the state. Detailed interrogation of these data and associated land use 
analysis in Mansfield generated insights into the size and usage characteristics of land owned by non-
residents, and their interactions with the community (Hennessy and Honcoop, 2007; Spatial Analysis 
and Research: Department of Planning and Community Development (Vic) 2009). Thus, in Mansfield, 
the land held by non-resident ratepayers comprised houses in rural areas (41%), houses/flats in towns 
(22%), vacant land (19%), working farms (8%), holiday houses (7%) and other (3%) (McKenzie, 
2007: 17). Detailed analysis of these data allowed McKenzie to hone a detailed vocabulary about rural 
land transitions in amenity zone contexts: from the purchase of ‘vacant bush blocks’, to the 
establishment of ‘bush weekenders’, and finally, ‘bush residences’ (McKenzie, 2007). 

In these regions (and indeed, elsewhere) planning laws and regulations tend to exert considerable 
influence over the extent and nature of transitions out of agriculture. Legal instruments and the 
distribution of decision-making powers vary from state to state, but the broad tool deployed by 
planning authorities is the use of zoning regulations and sub-division laws to attempt to spatially 
manage different land uses. Nevertheless, the intended objectives of zoning regulations can be 
subverted when owners of agricultural land sell off individual blocks and new owners use these for 
residential purposes. To place limitations on this ‘creeping’ form of land conversion from agriculture, 
planning authorities utilise minimum lot size restrictions. The premise of these restrictions is to put a 
floor on the extent to which existing rural land owners can sub-divide or downsize their holdings, and 
thereby, seek to maintain a presence of agricultural land use. Not surprisingly, implementation of this 
form of growth control is highly contentious. By restricting owners from sub-dividing their holdings, 
realisation of capital from land use conversion is curtailed. Anecdotally, the presumed freedom of 
farmers to sub-divide their holdings upon retirement is deemed their ‘unofficial superannuation’. 
Minimum lot sizes are ostensibly calculated with reference to farm financial models of the minimum 
area required for an agricultural activity to provide an average standard of living for an average family 
(see, for example, Department of Primary Industries [NSW], 2009), although they have been criticised 
for not always reflecting these sentiments (Barr, 2003: 127). 

At the same time, there is a broader set of political economic issues surrounding debates on minimum 
lot size regulations. Local governments (especially in inland areas) can perceive the fragmentation 
and/or sub-division of farm land as a potential, short-term means of enhancing population and rates 
revenues. Nevertheless, in the longer term, unplanned rural landscapes can impose significant burdens 
on the public purse in terms of service delivery, infrastructure maintenance, and the environmental 
implications of fragmented landscapes, as discussed above (also see Millar, 2011: 194). 

State Governments generally attempt to mediate these conflicting agendas. One sphere of intervention 
has been the development of environmental off-sets and various other types of concessions. The 
general principle here is that developers are granted permission to sub-divide or fragment areas of land 
in exchange for the setting aside of other areas for environmental protection. The effectiveness of these 
policies, however, has come under question (Sinclair and Bunker, 2007). A more general area of 



 

38 
 

intervention has involved state-wide rural planning policies. In NSW, for example, public debate in the 
lead-up to the 2007 State election led the State Government to draw up more explicit policy guidelines 
for these issues, expressed in the 2008 State Environmental Planning Policy (Rural Lands). This 
intervention set out procedures for local governments to follow when preparing Local Environmental 
Plans, introduced rural subdivision principles for local governments to use when proposing variations 
to minimum lot sizes in rural and environment protection zones, and removed concessional lot 
provisions from Local Environmental Plans.24 In subsequent years, there have been calls for even 
stronger guidelines to protect agricultural lands. A NSW Department of Primary Industries paper on 
subdivision policy in 2009, for example, sets out the issues as follows: 

• “Farm subdivision can result in permanent fragmentation of rural land and a decrease in the 
production and efficiency of agriculture, particularly where additional dwelling entitlements occur.  

• Farm subdivision and fragmentation can lead to a shift in land use from primary production to 
rural residential uses. This increases the risk of land use conflict and the alienation of agricultural 
resources.  

• The fragmentation of rural land can impact on access to critical farm and rural infrastructure, such 
as water resources, transport routes and stock reserves.  

• Farm subdivision can also lead to speculative increases in land values for rural lands which 
impacts on the capacity for farm amalgamation, farm adjustment and the ‘buy-in’ cost for 
agriculture investors” (Scott and Whitehead, 2009: 1). 

These issues have dovetailed with renewed policy agendas relating to the identification and 
quarantining of prime agricultural land. Notwithstanding methodological disputes over how such land 
should be identified, State Governments have generally devised mechanisms towards this end (see 
Hulme, Grosskopf and Hindle (2002) for the NSW methodology). Thus, in May 2011, only two 
months after being elected, the NSW Government sought a stronger policy for ensuring that classified 
prime agricultural land was properly evaluated before planning decisions were taken over future land 
uses. The Government’s new policy for agricultural land noted that: 

“Once land is converted to other uses, especially to residential or industrial uses, it is most 
unlikely to return to agricultural production. Since these decisions cannot be practically 
reversed the long term social and economic costs and benefits (including intergenerational 
equity), need to be evaluated before a decision is made (i.e. triple bottom line or people, planet, 
profit assessment)” 

Accordingly: 

land with the best combination of soil, climate, topography and water for agricultural 
production is a limited resource in New South Wales and should be maintained for future 
generations; agricultural land should not be alienated directly through lands being used for 
non-agricultural purposes and indirectly by incompatible developments on adjacent land 
restricting routine agricultural practices; and agricultural industries are a fundamental asset to 
the state of NSW as they provide a long term means of providing employment, raw materials 

                                                      

24 Concessional lot provisions have traditionally allowed for the creation of one or more small rural residential 
lots within a much larger farm, usually with a dwelling entitlement, but “…have in many instances in the past 
been misused. The provisions have resulted in the unplanned creation of rural residential lots occupied by out-
of-town rural lifestylers located next to large commercial farms. As such concessional lots have resulted in a 
range of unintended  impacts, e.g. fragmentation of rural land, land use conflicts and increased demand for  
infrastructure and services in remote areas” (Department of Planning [NSW], 2008). 
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and fresh safe secure food while supporting regional communities” (Department of Primary 
Industries [NSW], 2011). 

In March 2012, the NSW Government sought to codify aspects of this policy by adding a 
requirement that all projects defined as having State Significant Development status need to 
prepare ‘Agricultural Impact Statements’ as part of their approvals process (Department of 
Planning and Infrastructure [NSW], 2012). 

Conclusion 
The purpose of this chapter has been to provide a contextual overview of issues relating to rural land 
ownership change in Australia. This frames the analysis of data presented later in the report. The 
general argument is that there is no single explanatory framework that can account for the diverse 
pathways of how and why individual areas of land change hands. Patterns of land ownership in rural 
Australia are the legacy of how individuals, companies, government agencies and other organisations 
aspire to use this resource within a multitude of commercial strategies, lifestyle aspirations, and plans 
and projects for community-wellbeing. Nevertheless, some key trends and processes can be identified. 

At this point in history, the shift towards a market-driven form of agricultural regulation has provided 
the broad dynamic framework that is shaping these processes of change. The history of farming 
imprinted a particular pattern of land ownership in rural Australia, which is currently being 
restructured. This is involving changes both within agriculture itself, and between agriculture and other 
rural land uses. These dimensions of overall change are captured in Holmes’ model of multifunctional 
rural landscapes and Barr’s conception of diverse social landscapes. The work of Holmes emphasises 
the plurality of these processes across the nation. Parallel research by Barr and colleagues place these 
processes in the rural landscape. These contributions emphasise that Australia is constituted by ‘many 
rurals’. 

The research presented in this report uses the notions of ‘many rurals’ to develop the idea of pathways 
of land ownership change. By-and-large, the work of Holmes, Barr and cognate rural researchers seeks 
to account for the geographies of land occupance at particular moments in time. The ‘pathways’ 
framework draws attention to the ways that one type of owner comes to be replaced by another type of 
owner. 

Wilson’s model of the multifunctional rural transition is the starting point in this quest. It emphasises 
the non-determinacy and heterogeneity of transition pathways. A multitude of factors impress their 
claims upon how landholders manage and use their land, and landholders respond to these incentives 
in particularistic fashion, based on the way they seek to balance lifestyle and commercial aspirations; 
relate short- and long-term goals to one another; and judge risk and opportunity in the context of 
imperfect knowledge. This conception of the mechanics of change is then applied to the three spatial 
arenas of the rangelands, Australia’s farming heartland, and amenity and lifestyle rural regions. Key 
pathways of change identified in these regions include: 

• Replacement of pastoral for Indigenous and environment-based occupance in the rangelands; 

• Acquisition of some larger pastoral properties through the entry of new investor-owned farming 
entities; 

• Upscaling of average farm size in the ‘agricultural heartlands’, mainly via transformations within 
family-based ownership arrangements (‘farm family entrepreneurs’); 

• Pressures to downsize or exit within the ‘squeezed middle’ category of farms, and those where 
owner-occupiers are retirement-aged–buyers of these properties tend to be either ‘farm family 
entrepreneurs’ or (in some parts of the country) exogenous buyers interested in land use 
conversions; 
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• Sub-division of lands for rural residential purposes in amenity-rich landscapes.   

Documentation of these pathways requires examination of land parcel data bases. The next two 
chapters address this issue. In the following chapter, the notion of a ‘land parcel data frame’ is 
introduced. Chapter Three then discusses the methodology utilised by this project to generate data on 
this topic.  
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Chapter 2: Using Land Parcel Data to 
Explain Rural Transformations 

“If it were possible to flick through the changes in size and ownership of rural land 
parcels much of the rural history of any nation would be revealed. Unfortunately this 
is seldom possible because few nations have a complete record of the changes in size, 
let alone ownership, of parcels of rural land.” (Moran, 1997: 3; cited in Mendham, 
2010: 14). 

Assessments of ‘who’ is buying and selling land, where this is occurring, and what the impacts of 
these transactions are, requires a land parcels data frame approach. This is a mode of analysis where 
knowledge is produced through the examination of spatially referenced land titles data. In other words, 
the ownership details of individual land parcels provide the basic unit of investigation. This research is 
not the first to utilise this methodological strategy for analysing rural Australia, however the way it is 
applied here differs markedly from previous studies. The purpose of this chapter is to situate the 
current work in these contexts, and thereby underline its relevance and significance. Thus, this chapter 
provides a fundamental bridge between the context-setting content of Chapter One, and the 
interpretative analyses provided in Chapter Three onwards. 

The distinctiveness of the present study is illustrated in Figure 3. The horizontal axis in this diagram 
signifies the land parcels data frame approach as one of four major analytical entry points (or data 
frames) for rural research in Australia. The other three data frames are households, farm 
establishments and taxpayers. As discussed in the next section, these other three data frames have 
tended to be the main analytical units utilised for most rural research in Australia. The vertical axis 
positions this project in light of previous applications of land parcel data in Australian rural research. 
These previous applications can be separated into two broad camps. Firstly, there have been a number 
of national spatial science initiatives that have utilised land parcels information. Secondly, there is a 
body of research literature, generally of a case study nature, that has utilised land parcels data to create 
spatially referenced analyses of various socio-economic and bio-physical processes.  

 

 

Figure 3. Contextualising the project 
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Looking at rural Australia through the prism of land parcels 
The examination of land title records is one of four major data frames that can be used to assess socio-
economic change within rural Australia. The other three data frames are households (as in the five-
yearly Census of Population and Housing [CPH]), farm establishments (as in the Australian 
Agricultural Census [AAC], also five-yearly), and taxpayers (as in Australian Tax Office [ATO] 
records, which are published annually). 

Each of these data frames possesses its own unique insights (Table 6). 

• Data frames based on households generate knowledge about population composition and 
characteristics. From the analysis of household-based data frames, researchers can identify trends 
of population growth, incomes, employment, socio-cultural characteristics, etc. Quite obviously, 
the household data frame of the CPH provides the most widely-used, standard measuring tool for 
assessing socio-economic change in rural (and indeed, urban) Australia. 

• Data frames based on farm establishments reveal agricultural commercial and production 
information. The ‘farm establishment’ is defined by the ABS (2010) as: “the smallest accounting 
unit of business within a state or territory... In the agriculture sector, an establishment covers all 
operations at a physical location, but may consist of a group of locations provided they are within 
the same shire. The majority of establishments operate at one location only. In most cases an 
establishment is the same as a farm.” The AAC is the most comprehensive source for these data, 
providing a census of all farms across Australia every five years (usually, in the same year as the 
CPH, thereby enabling cross-data comparisons). The AAC data are published at the scale of 
individual LGAs and NRM regions. Key data categories are the number of establishments, total 
production and earnings by individual commodity, and the area of land (either owned or leased) 
under production by commodity. These five-yearly national results are complemented by 
ABARES-BRS’s annual “Farm Survey”. The ABARES-BRS survey uses a sample of farm 
businesses drawn from the Business Register maintained by the ABS. 

• Finally, data frames based on taxpayers disclose financial data compiled from annual tax returns. 
On the one hand, these datasets provide a valuable repository for rural researchers because of their 
capacity to reveal yearly changes in income and expenditure data submitted by taxpayers, in the 
form of individuals, partnerships, trusts, or companies. Yet at the same time, interpretation of these 
data needs to be conditioned by an appreciation of the interplay of commercial and legal 
considerations that shape the way that taxpayers construct their annual returns. The highly 
‘constructed’ nature of these data has meant that a taxpayer data frame has been largely ignored by 
Australian rural researchers, with the notable exception of Sorensen (2004). 

As a fourth data frame, the land parcels approach differs markedly from the other three. In a practical 
sense, land titles records are not generated as part of a regular data collection cycle (such as the five-
yearly round of the CPH and AAC, or the annual lodging of tax returns) and, thus, are not released in 
any official publication. These data are stored in perpetuity by custodian agencies. Therefore, from a 
research perspective, they are potentially available for access at any cut-off date. However, this access 
is contingent on researchers being able to connect two separate public resources with one another. It is 
often the case in Australia that the bureaucratic entity responsible for the maintenance of the land title 
registry (the text-based records of land parcel ownership) is not the same as that responsible for the 
maintenance of the cadastre (the geographic record of property boundaries). Therefore, the ability of 
researchers to generate land parcel data frame analyses is contingent upon extracting these two public 
resources with the same cut-off date. 
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Table 6. Four data frames for rural research: Comparison of Population Census, Agricultural 
Census, Australian Tax Office records and Land Titles registries 

Data frame 
 

Households Farm 
establishments 

Taxpayers Land parcels 

Data source ABS Census of 
Population and 
Housing (CPH) 

ABS Australian 
Agricultural Census 
(AAC) 

Australian Tax 
Office annual 
reports 

Land titles registries 
and cadastral records 
of property 
boundaries 

Frequency Every five years Every five years Yearly Perpetual. Data can 
be extracted at a 
specifically nominated 
date 

Insights and 
foci of the 
data 

A comprehensive 
snapshot into the 
socio-economic 
situation facing 
individuals and 
households. 

A comprehensive 
snapshot into 
agricultural 
production, sales 
and the overall area 
of land devoted to 
agricultural 
production. 

Provides data on 
the financial 
characteristics of 
taxpayers 

Provides listings of the 
legal owner of land 
parcels, connected to 
cadastral identifiers. 
Land parcels under 
common ownership 
can be compiled to 
create spatial 
datasets. 

Measurement 
unit 

Number of people and 
households residing in 
rural areas 

Number and 
characteristics of 
farm establishments 

Tax returns 
(individuals, 
partnerships, 
trusts, companies) 

Number of different 
land owners 

 

Aside from such practicalities (which are discussed in greater detail in the next chapter), a key 
difference between the land parcel data frame approach and the others listed in Table 6 is its analytical 
capabilities. As summarised in a land parcels data frame study from the US, what distinguishes this 
approach is that “attention is on the transfer of the property and the type of buyer” (Gosnell et al., 
2006: 747), not the details of farm turnover or farmer entry/exit. More concretely, the vital 
distinguishing features between the land parcel data frame approach and the others listed above are 
that (i) the land parcels approach enables spatial referencing of data, and (ii) it accounts for all rural 
land, not just farming. These distinctions are especially important in differentiating the land parcels 
and farm establishment data frame approaches. Because the operating unit of a farm establishment 
often coincides with its ownership of land, the measurement of a farm holding through a land parcels 
approach might be the same as a single farm establishment. However, data collection systems using a 
farm establishment approach (such as the AAC and ABARES Farm Surveys) lack spatial referencing 
capabilities. There is no explicit mechanism to link farm establishments to the actual parcels of land on 
which their economic activities are undertaken.25 Consequently, although farm establishment data 
frame approaches can provide information on how many farms exist within a given area (an LGA, for 
example) and what their average size is, it cannot inform researchers about such matters as the precise 
location (and therefore bio-physical characteristics) of each farm, the extent to which farm holdings 
represent contiguous or non-contiguous land parcels, or the geographical dynamics of 
expansion/contraction which shape farm restructuring. Thus, a land parcel data frame approach offers 

                                                      

25 However, it should be noted that as of the 2011 AAC the address of each respondent is geo-coded. Although 
this does not equate to the use of a land parcels data frame approach, it does provide a measure of spatial 
referencing for farm establishment data. 
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a way of looking at rural Australia that is not captured by household, establishment or taxpayer data 
frames. 

Elaborating upon this point, four sets of insights are gained through a land parcels data frame approach 
(summarised in Box 1). Firstly, this method offers insights into evolutionary paths of rural social and 
economic landscapes. Because this approach involves the use of data containing the specific names of 
landowners, it is possible to trace the histories of how individual people, families and companies 
acquire and/or dispose of holdings within the rural landscape. In the main, agricultural establishments 
exist as assemblages of farm family units, often involving a number of individuals linked by multi-
generational kinship ties and trading within a trust or partnership. Depending on the quirks of 
individual family histories, land parcels operated by these units can be titled under various names (and 
combinations of names), but may operate as a single holding. Land parcels data therefore provide an 
avenue for ‘getting inside’ the ‘black box’ (Argent, 1999) of the farm family unit. 

Secondly, following from the above, the precise identification of land buyers in a rural landscape can 
be used to explore the extent to which rural restructuring is being driven by endogenous versus 
exogenous dynamics. As noted in the previous chapter, endogenous processes of change refer to 
situations where land purchases are dominated by existing landowners. Exogenous processes occur 
where new entrants drive change. Obtaining a set of perspectives on this question provides insights 
into the character of rural change. 

Thirdly, a land parcel data frame approach can identify the extent to which land ownership change is 
creating larger, contiguous holdings. A merit of spatially referenced data is that it can be used to map 
the ways that individual holdings increase over time. This has particular significance with regards to 
natural resource management (NRM) and biosecurity. These policies depend increasingly on 
engagement with landholders on a ‘whole-of-ownership’ basis, and in these contexts, the analysis of 
large-scale land title datasets can reveal important insights into the concentration and spatial patterning 
of ownership within specific geographical areas. The efficacy of NRM and biosecurity planning can be 
usefully enhanced by information on landholder numbers, average size of holdings, the extent of 
contiguity within individual holdings, and owner characteristics (whether individual, corporate, 
community or Indigenous, for example). The absence of national databases on this issue means, for 
example, that at present there exists only limited evidence on the key question of how the size of rural 
holdings affects sustainable management practices. Only three publications seem to generate an 
answer to this question; a landholder survey by Curtis et al. (2000) using land parcel data sourced from 
local governments in the Goulburn-Broken catchment area in Victoria; a study by CIE (2000) on 
graziers in western NSW and Qld, and a land parcel-based survey of agricultural establishments in 
Great Barrier Reef catchments by the ABS (2010c). All these studies tentatively suggest that farmers 
with larger holdings tended to implement best practice sustainability initiatives more readily than those 
with smaller-sized holdings. In coming to this conclusion, all these studies employed a land parcel data 
frame approach in which ownership characteristics were used as a dependent variable for 
environmental outcomes. 

Finally, a key attribute of a land parcel data frame is that it can identify whether land is titled under the 
ownership of individuals or companies. Measuring the extent of the latter provides a marker of the 
growth of rural land ownership by incorporated entities, enabling insights to be drawn on the 
corporatisation of agriculture. (Although as discussed later in this report, caution must be exercised 
when drawing conclusions on this issue.) Part and parcel with the trend towards an increasing scale of 
farm establishments (both in terms of area of holding and output) is the enhanced role of corporate 
structures within agricultural production. This is the result both of ‘farm family entrepreneurs’ 
(Pritchard, Burch and Lawrence, 2007) incorporating their activities within new legal vehicles, and the 
direct entry of new corporate investors within the agricultural sector (Burch and Lawrence, 
forthcoming). Either way, the result is that a greater proportion of rural production becomes integrated 
within more sophisticated capital structures. Neither the CPH nor AAC have the scope to address 
questions about the legal-corporate arrangements for agriculture. However, research utilising a land 
parcels data frame can (i) identify land held by corporate entities, (ii) calculate this on a progressive 
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annual basis, thus providing an indicative measure of corporate ownership in agriculture, and (iii) 
examine the specific processes associated with the acquisition of rural land by corporate interests. 
Further investigation of specific land owners can then reveal whether such entities are international in 
origin. 

 

Box 1. Four attributes of a Land Parcel Data Frame approach 

1. Creates a way to understand the evolution of social and economic landscapes—whether and how land parcels 
have been aggregated, fragmented or sub-divided 

2. Facilitates examination of the drivers of regional change—whether purchasers are local or non-local 

3. Provides a framework to connect land ownership with land use 

4. Enables identification of land titling by institutional classifications (individuals, corporations, government etc) 

 

These four merits of a land parcels data frame approach have strong resonance in the Australian 
context because the Australian agricultural tradition is to farm on land owned by the operator. The 
2005-06 AAC recorded only 6.7% of agricultural land in Australia being private leasehold. The 
overwhelming majority of the nation’s agricultural land is characterised by owner-operator tenure, 
either through freehold possession or long term/perpetual Crown leasehold (ABS, 2008a). This is 
unlike tenure traditions in some other countries, where significant proportions of agriculture are 
conducted through share-cropping and tenant farming arrangements (see Munton (2009) and Ilbery et 
al. (2010a; 2010b) for a UK discussion on this point). Thus in the Australian context, examination of 
the ownership of land parcels provides a close proxy for the control and management of agricultural 
land. Notwithstanding Chapter 1’s discussion of how these arrangements are becoming more complex, 
in rural Australia it still remains largely the case that the ownership of land is the glue that ties 
households and farm establishments to specific regional economies and natural resource regions.  

In summary, examining rural Australia through the prism of a land parcels data frame approach can 
provide a fresh set of perspectives that are not revealed by existing analytical frameworks using 
households, establishments or taxpayers. In a sense, the land parcel data frame approach has been a 
‘missing jigsaw piece’ in the construction of research narratives about rural Australia. Existing 
analytical capabilities based around the CPH, AAC or ATO data sets do not fully reveal a complete 
narrative of rural socio-economic and environmental change in rural Australia, because they are unable 
to formally connect their statistical units (households, farm establishments, taxpayers) to the actual 
parcels of land that constitute the living areas of farm households and the economic places of farm 
establishments. As rural Australia becomes inhabited by a more diverse range of actors (family 
farmers, life-stylers, large agribusiness, environmental trusts, etc) who are deploying land in evermore 
more complex ways (including for purposes such as niche production, conservation, amenity, resource 
extraction, carbon sequestration, lease-holding, etc), this connection increases in strategic importance. 
Viewing rural change through the lens of a land parcels data frame, therefore, can help bring light to 
these core geographical questions about the relationships between rural land holdings and functional 
diversity in rural places. With these points made, attention is now turned to the question of how this 
current project fits within national spatial science initiatives and previous research that has used land 
parcel data frame methodologies. 

The use of a land parcels data frame in national spatial science 
initiatives of Australian Government agencies 
During the past decade, a land parcel data frame approach has been implicit within a number of spatial 
science and statistical activities undertaken by various Australian Government agencies. In general, 
these initiatives can be traced, in one way or another, from the Australian Government’s Collaborative 
Land Use Mapping Program (ACLUMP), part of the National Land and Water Resources Audit 
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(NLWRA). The NLWRA ran from 1997-2008, and ACLUMP commenced in 1999 following a 
State/Territory/Commonwealth Government Workshop that agreed on a nationally consistent land use 
classification schema. This national spatial science initiative funded a volume of experimental 
research–generally of a technical nature–into the development and utilisation of various techniques, 
methodologies and applications.  

Of relevance for this project, is the ACLUMP sponsored research that used national land parcel 
cadastres within land use mapping. A national land use classification system known as ALUMC (the 
Australian Land Use and Mapping Classification) was developed in 2001. Remote sensed (aerial) 
imagery (sourced from different years 1995-2005) was then classified in line with the ALUMC. This 
produced national-scale land use maps at one kilometre square resolution for a series of years (1992-
93, 1993-94, 1996-97, 1998-99, 2000-01, 2001-02, 2005-06) and catchment-scale maps over various 
time periods at scales which ranged between 1:25,000 and 1: 50,000. Once spatial land use layers were 
produced (which occurred at different stages across the States and Territories), shapefile data were 
made available for download from the ABARES-BRS ‘Australian Land Use’ website.26 At the time of 
writing, the most recent, comprehensive addition to this database is an Australia-wide, combined 50 m 
raster dataset for 2005-06.27 During recent years, all of the states have continued the process of 
collecting remote sensed imagery, and these data are in various stages of being classified in 
accordance with the ALUMC. As these activities are completed and the results made publicly 
available, more up-to-date analyses of land use change will be possible. Adding further to these 
incipient capabilities, in 2010 the ACLUMP initiated the development of the Land Use and 
Management Information System (LUMIS), a spatial classification regime for land management which 
would complement land use mapping (ACLUMP 2010a; 2010b).  

The ACLUMP initiative demonstrates the significance but limited extent to which land parcels data 
have been incorporated into the national spatial science program. For both ALUMC and LUMIS, the 
land parcel cadastre is important inasmuch as it is overlaid on remote sensed land use data and used as 
a boundary. Hence, land parcels are an integral spatial unit within the collection of national land use 
maps produced through the ACLUMP. But at the same time, knowledge about land parcels ownership 
(and ownership change) remains external to the project as a whole. If land use mapping (ALUMC) 
describes “what” is happening on land, and land management (LUMIS) describes “the ‘how’ of land 
use” (ACLUMP 2010a: 5), then what remains missing is a set of questions about “who” owns and/or 
manages land. 

The only degree to which these questions have been addressed in any systematic way (and even then, 
only partially) is through a national mapping initiative with regards to land tenure. In 2007-08, as part 
of the NLWRA, the Commonwealth Government research agency Land and Water Australia 
commissioned a project to develop and deploy a national classification system. In this context, ‘tenure’ 
refers not to the specifics of who owns title over a land parcel, but the “basic legal interest in a 
specified area of land” (PSMA Australia Ltd, 2008: 12). The developed classification schema makes a 
basic distinction between freehold and non-freehold land, and in the latter, sub-divides categories into 
crown leasehold (including term lease, perpetual lease and other lease), reserve (conservation reserve, 
mining reserve, forestry reserve, transportation reserve) and vacant or unallocated crown land. 
Notwithstanding significant problems in accessing data from NSW (PSMA Australia Ltd, 2008: 17), 
the consultant researchers were able to assign all land parcels across Australia in accordance with these 
categories and PSMA currently offers nationwide land tenure spatial datasets. 

Activities by the ABS display limitations of scope that are broadly comparable to the ACLUMP. The 
ABS’s primary interests and engagements with land parcel data frame analysis relates to the 
application of the UN’s System of Integrated Environmental and Economic Accounting (SEEA) to 
Australia. This agenda responds to international recognition of shortcomings in the existing System of 
                                                      

26 http://adl.brs.gov.au/mapserv/land use/index.cfm?fa= (accessed 25 August, 2011). 
27 http://adl.brs.gov.au/anrdl/metadata_files/pa_luausr9abll07611a00.xml (accessed 25 August, 2011). 

http://adl.brs.gov.au/mapserv/landuse/index.cfm?fa
http://adl.brs.gov.au/anrdl/metadata_files/pa_luausr9abll07611a00.xml
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National Accounts (SNA)—the set of principles used by countries to calculate national economic 
activity. The problem with the SNA is that aggregate measures, such as GDP, cannot conceptually 
incorporate any activity that is external to market relations. Thus, changes in national assets (such as 
depletion in environmental stocks) are ignored within the SNA. The SEEA model has the objective of 
repairing this gap through generating national environmental information systems with two pillars: the 
first containing biophysical information (the state of the environment), and the second addressing 
complementary socioeconomic data (on drivers, pressures, impacts and responses). Moreover 

“The pillars should be ‘integrated’ to ensure that the biophysical and socioeconomic dimensions of 
environmental issues can be considered concurrently in policy formulation and other decision making. 
Integration is achieved by the use of common definitions, concepts, classifications and frameworks. The 
information in each pillar should be organised so that, for the environmental domain of interest, users 
could seamlessly move from the biophysical aspects to the socioeconomic aspects and vice versa” (ABS, 
2011a: 4). 

By definition, the SEEA’s philosophy goes hand-in-hand with a land-based data frame approach. The 
attempt to understand relationships and feedback loops between bio-physical and socio-economic 
processes are necessarily place-based. To this end, the application of the SEEA in Australia has 
occurred through a series of trials involving the use of land parcels as a methodology for the 
integrative analysis of information on ownership, management and land use. This agenda was kick-
started in 2005-06 through two trial assessments in Eurobodalla Shire (NSW) (ABS, 2005) and Fitzroy 
and Livingstone Shires (Queensland) (ABS, 2006). In both cases, the approach taken by the ABS was 
to use landholder sample surveys to identify land holdings (multiple parcels under common ownership 
or control–this definition is discussed further below) and assess environmental issues on a whole-of-
holding basis. The Queensland trial then became the crucible for further refinement of this method, 
over an expanded area. In 2010, the ABS used land parcel data as the basis for its published 
assessment of land management practices in the five Natural Resource Management (NRM) regions 
adjacent to the Great Barrier Reef (including Fitzroy and Livingstone Shires) (ABS, 2010b). In 2011, 
these data were then fused into the ABS’s first attempt to generate a ‘land account’ approach to data 
compilation and presentation (ABS, 2011b). The ‘land account’ represents a single repository for 
socio-economic and bio-physical data, stored within a series of interactive spatial layers (ABS, 2010d). 
The ABS published these data in a dynamic format using Google Earth © software. This platform 
makes for an impressive display mechanism that undoubtedly represents a significant addition to the 
geographical understanding and awareness of socio-economic and bio-physical processes. Yet despite 
this, spatially referenced analytical capabilities for addressing the specifics of land ownership/land 
ownership change remain outside the scope of these initiatives. As suggested by ACLUMP: “ABS 
census and land management surveys are a key source of information on what practices are being used 
(and sometimes why) but this information has limited capacity to meet the full requirements for spatial 
accuracy” (2010a: 10). 

In summary, the ACLUMP and ABS activities have used cadastral information (delineating land 
parcels) as part of a wider agenda to expand the nation’s spatial data infrastructure. These data are now 
integrated within national scale spatial layers on land use, land tenure and land management. However, 
none of these applications address, either directly or indirectly, the task of providing spatially 
referenced datasets that provide for the identification and assessment of land parcel ownership change. 
These considerations have remained outside the remit of national spatial science data initiatives, and 
thus highlight the contribution of this present project.  

Previous research using a land parcels data frame 
During the past decade, a significant number of Australian and international rural researchers have 
made use of land parcels data. The uses for these data have been far and many, and thus, this is an area 
of research that resists easy description. It sprawls across environmental, social, economic and 
demographic contexts; involves contrasting research methodologies (from sample surveying to 
mathematical modelling), and features varying ensembles of researchers at the interface between 
academia, the public service, and private enterprise. Because of this diversity, it is frequently the case 
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that researchers using cadastral/land titles data in one context are blithely unaware of researchers who 
may be using the very same data in a different context.  

This section of the report sketches the wide field of what may be labelled ‘land parcels research’. To 
our knowledge, there is no previous attempt to put together these pieces. What we attempt to do here, 
therefore, is to generate a new way of framing research in this area. We ask: ‘When researchers have 
sought to access cadastral/land title data from custodian agencies, what have they done with it?’ A 
summary of this field is presented in Table 7. Each of these areas provides the basis for a short 
discussion under a separate heading. In each of these discussions, attention is focused on the 
methodological techniques that have been used to employ land parcels data, rather than the array of 
findings generated from the research (which would be far too complex to examine here, and in any 
case, would divert attention from the key (methodological) focus of the chapter). 

Landholder behaviour in natural resource management studies 

The availability of cadastral and land titles data has made significant additions to the understanding of 
decision-making dynamics about land. Through connecting biophysical data on land use and natural 
resources to ownership information derived from land parcels datasets, insights can be gleaned on 
questions of why and how the decisions of particular landholders have generated particular 
environmental outcomes. In Australia, this kind of enquiry has been especially pertinent in contexts 
relating to catchment management and fragmented/ sub-divided landscapes.  

The unveiling of the National Catchment Action Plan program in the early 2000s encouraged an 
impressive volume of research in this area, particularly in Victoria where Catchment Management 
Areas (CMAs) were allocated wide significance as an administrative scale for regional planning. For 
researchers engaged in these issues, the use of spatially referenced land titles data became a key 
methodological tactic for documenting the connections between landholder behaviour and bio-
physical/socio-economic outcomes. A number of studies from Victoria by Alan Curtis and his 
colleagues (both at Charles Sturt University and the [then] Bureau of Rural Sciences) provide 
exemplary cases of this methodology at work (inter alia Curtis et al., 2000; Curtis, Lockwood and 
MacKay, 2001; Curtis and Byron, 2002; Aslin and Byron 2003; Curtis and Robertson, 2003; Byron, 
Curtis and MacKay, 2004; Curtis, Byron and MacKay, 2005; Mendham and Curtis, 2010). Although 
the research covered by these publications addressed different catchment systems and was inspired by 
a range of research questions, a common methodological approach pursued the following lines. Firstly, 
the researchers would gain access to land titles and cadastral data through the State Government data 
custodian or the local government rate-payer databases. Then, a sample of land-owners from this 
dataset would be drawn. Thirdly, members of this sample would be contacted through a research 
instrument (typically, a mail-out questionnaire) with the objective of gathering primary data on 
landholder behaviour and attitudes. Finally, these data would be linked back to the cadastre, thus 
enabling spatial referencing of results. A typical example of this is research on the environmental 
management attitudes of landowners of river frontages in the Goulburn-Broken catchment (Curtis, 
Robertson and Tennant, 2001; Curtis and Robertson, 2003). This work involved the identification of 
3,721 property owners with Crown river frontage on the Goulburn-Broken system, from which a 
random sample was selected for a questionnaire mail-out. Somewhat more comprehensively (at least 
in terms of its usage of land parcels data) is Aslin and Byron’s (2003) analysis of the Glenelg-Hopkins 
Catchment Management Area (CMA) of western Victoria. The researchers undertook a mail 
questionnaire survey to 1,943 landholders in the CMA and then integrated the (geo-coded) land 
ownership data with feedback from their surveys to investigate (and map) the spatial patterning of 
variables such as Landcare membership, whether owners had a property plan, attitudes towards the 
protection of remnant vegetation and wildlife habitat, and general social values towards the 
environment and rural amenity. 
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Table 7. Summary of pre-existing research using land parcels data 

 Key Australian research 
themes 

Methodological 
applications of 
cadastral/ land titles 
data 

Potential contribution 
from the current project 

Landholder behaviour in 
NRM studies 

Catchment Management 
(Curtis et al); Land 
fragmentation (Gill et al) 

Use of cadastres for NRM 
assessment; use of land 
titles data for targeting 
landholders through 
survey instruments; 
incorporation of cadastral 
information in land use 
change modelling 

Spatially referenced 
information on land 
ownership change could 
facilitate identification 
and targeting processes. 

Studies of land use 
transformations in peri-
urban, ex-urban and 
amenity rural landscapes 

Peri-urban research 
initiatives in the planning 
and human geography 
disciplines (Low Choy, 
Buxton, Houston, Budge, 
Sinclair, Anstey); 
Examination of non-
resident landowners 
(McKenzie) 

Use of cadastral 
information to identify 
parcel characteristics; 
Use of land titles 
(ratepayers’) databases 
for research into socio-
economic 
transformations 

Spatially referenced 
information on land 
ownership change could 
enable better 
understanding of the 
evolution of spatial 
transformations in these 
landscapes 

Broad geographical 
analyses of the 
economics of rural 
property markets 

Rural property economics 
research (Eves); Use of 
land transactions data to 
shed insights on rural 
transformations (Barr) 

Use of land transaction 
data from custodian 
agencies 

Spatially referenced 
information on land 
ownership change could 
facilitate the 
development of more 
sophisticated models 
linking capital returns to 
actual land use practices 

Analyses of rural 
landowner change for 
socio-economic futures 

Research on land 
ownership change by 
Mendham, building on 
initiatives by Curtis 

Use of land titles data on 
property sales from 
custodian agencies 

Spatially referenced 
information on land 
ownership change could 
generate detailed 
assessments of 
aggregation and 
fragmentation, and 
contextualise local 
studies against national 
benchmarks 

 

The broad conclusion across this research field is that when analysing NRM outcomes, ‘ownership 
matters’. As summarised by Stewart et al. (2007: 20) “new settlers have different values and, whilst 
the landscape may outwardly look the same in that agriculture is the dominant land use, these 
differences in values underpin different approaches to land management”. However, what tends to be 
absent still within this literature as a whole is a nuanced appreciation of the evolution of land 
ownership patterns and its relationship to landscape change. Typically, studies gain access to land 
titles/cadastral data to generate point-in-time assessments of the rural landscape. Questions 
unanswered within this perspective include how present owners of land have come to this ownership; 
whether current holdings are the products of land aggregations or fragmentations, or the extent to 
which mosaics of ownership reflect the purchases of newcomers or existing local residents. Hence, in 
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summary, land parcels data have played an important role in the broad research area of studies that 
seek to understand landholder behaviour and NRM outcomes, although current usage of these data 
tends to reflect piecemeal point-in-time and point-in-place (case study) applications. These contexts 
underscore both the importance of these data, and also, the merit of the present project which seeks to 
extend analytic capabilities through nation-wide, spatially referenced national data sets.  

Land use transformations in peri-urban, ex-urban and amenity-based rural 
landscapes 

Recent examinations of land use transformations in peri-urban and ex-urban landscapes have made 
prominent use of land parcels data sets. Typically these studies have been undertaken by human 
geographers and regional planning professionals in the context of land use development strategies or 
planning inquiries. The analysis of land parcels data in these settings has great significance because of 
the need for researchers in the field of planning to gain highly nuanced understandings of processes of 
change. As Low Choy (2006) has influentially argued, the traditional tools of land use planning are 
frequently overwhelmed because of the transitional and multi-focused character of development in 
these landscapes. This gives additional emphasis to the need for research and planning agendas to pay 
close attention to the dynamics of land ownership change, and hence the analysis of parcels data has 
strategic significance in these settings. These data help capture a detailed sense of the interactions 
between socio-economic and biophysical systems. 

The use of land parcels data has been an important methodological tool within a number of key 
research contributions in this field. Through land parcels data, researchers have been able to identify 
average parcel size, and whether parcels contain houses and/or agricultural activities. These 
methodological applications are exemplified by the research by Trevor Budge (2007; 2008) on 
Melbourne’s fringe, and Geoff Anstey (2009) in Queensland. Anstey’s (2009) analysis of unplanned 
rural living (defined as the predominantly residential use of land zoned for agriculture) in Bundaberg 
(Qld) involved accessing land parcels data to identify and track all land parcels that were sold between 
1992 and 2000. Using these data, he was able to construct a model that sought to explain the influence 
of different variables on rural residential formation. 

A further research trajectory in this field is recent work by the Australian Bureau of Statistics and the 
PSMA Australia Ltd in mapping land parcel subdivisions. According to Lesslie et al. (2011) the 
agencies identified the number of land parcels per LGA which were subdivided into 10 or more new 
land parcels (sized between 4,000 and 80,000 square metres and excluding non-residential 
developments). The ABS-PSMA project examined these data for 2007-08, but full results have not 
been published. 
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Conceptually similar to the above, cadastral and land titles data have also provided key inputs to 
studies into socio-economic change in amenity-based rural communities. The key research 
contributions of Fiona McKenzie in this broad area of research have already been noted in Chapter 
One. In terms of the discussion here on the methodological applications of a land parcels approach, 
McKenzie’s research is notable inasmuch as she sourced these data through local government 
ratepayer lists to identify non-resident cohorts within local landholder populations. Notably, McKenzie 
and her colleagues did not access ancillary cadastral information about these parcels and thereby map 
the locations of non-residential landowners within local government areas.  

Economic assessment of rural property markets  

The economic assessment of rural property markets is an important component of the application of 
land parcels data, notwithstanding the fact that there are relatively few published studies in this broad 
area, at least in academic literatures. (Although, it should be noted, a number of rural property and real 
estate firms collect and compile data to service the informational and analytical needs of their 
customers. By and large, these firms gain these data via information broking firms, who have 
commercial relationships with land titles registries for the provision and distribution of data.) 

The two key researchers to have analysed these data in the Australian context over recent years have 
been Christopher Eves and Neil Barr. The contributions of both these researchers have been discussed 
in Chapter One. What is interesting, from a methodological perspective, is the fact that they have 
sourced and used very similar data for strikingly different purposes.  As a property economist, Eves’ 
usage of data on rural land sales reflects his primary disciplinary objective of seeking to generate 
informed analysis of price movements and average rates of return across different regions of the state. 
Barr’s position as a social science researcher within the Victorian Department of Primary Industries, in 
contrast, means his use of data is driven by a motivation to generate narrative explanations of the 
changing socio-economic fabric of rural Victoria. Both these research interventions, in their different 
ways, shed important insights into the dynamics of rural land, but both, also, leave related questions 
open. Their analytical approach does not have the scope to fully address more fine-tuned research 
questions about the relationships between the rural land market and land use. This includes such issues 
as: how property prices vary with land use (cropping versus livestock, for example); how tree cover or 
native vegetation effect land prices; the role of the decoupling of water and land titles on rural property 
prices; and (of importance for this present study) the extent to which land sales/purchases are 
associated with processes of aggregation and fragmentation. This is not to criticise the contributions of 
both researchers, but to highlight the potential for connecting their modes of analyses to approaches 
(like the current study) that utilise spatially referenced land parcels data. 

Assessment of rural futures 

The research of Mendham and colleagues in Victoria has been discussed extensively in Chapter 1. The 
central research contribution made by this team of researchers is to apply demographic (ABS Life 
Tables) variables to land parcels data, and thereby generate insights into future land ownership change. 
Methodologically, there are several points to be made about this approach. As Mendham has 
acknowledged: “There has been little Australian or international research examining rural property 
turnover” (Mendham, 2010: 53). Her pioneering effort marks a considerable contribution to this field. 
In some respects, her calculations of sales rates through the use of land titles data sourced from the 
Victorian Government’s custodian agency emulates this present study (though, obviously, at a case 
study scale only). (And, moreover, the difficulties she expresses with regards to data accuracy also 
provide a mirror to our own study.) At the same time, however, the spatial data aspirations of this 
present study go beyond Mendham’s contribution. Firstly, her focus is on farming properties, not the 
entirety of rural land. Most of the land in her target regions is devoted to agriculture, but (as discussed 
later in this report), one of the most important aspects of rural land ownership change in Australia over 
recent times has been the acquisition of land by government agencies for environmental purposes–
mostly National Parks but also various types of nature reserves. These transfers are outside the scope 
of Mendham’s analysis. (Which is not a criticism of her methodology, obviously her interest is 
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squarely on farm land.) Secondly, the data she uses are not spatially referenced. This means that it is 
not possible for her to link her conclusions to other spatial datasets on NRM, etc., or to generate 
conclusive insights on processes of land aggregation and fragmentation. This latter point has important 
relevance, which Mendham is able only to speculate on. She finds that a relatively large proportion of 
the properties sold in the Wimmera are 10-40 hectares in size, and that “This suggests some of these 
properties represent subdivisions of larger properties” (Mendham, 2010: 104). However, because her 
ownership dataset does not spatially connect sales to processes of aggregation and fragmentation, the 
actual incidence of these processes cannot be authoritatively distilled. Of course, these points do not 
imply criticism of Mendham’s approach; the stated aim of her PhD was to calculate expected future 
rates of land ownership change, rather than closely scrutinise the spatial dynamics of previous and 
current processes. Nevertheless, as the most comprehensive attempt to inquire into these processes in 
rural Australia, it remains apparent that gaps remain in the literature, which this present study hopes to 
address. 

Conclusion 
The application of a land parcels data frame in this research is not easily contextualised. Firstly, as a 
national-scale, large data set, spatial science research effort, there are some conceptual similarities 
between this project and the array of national-scale spatial science initiatives that have been 
undertaken by Australian Government agencies during the past decade. On the other hand, however, it 
is also a project that explores the utility of a land parcel data frame approach for the analysis of socio-
economic and land management processes. To this end, there are connections to be drawn between the 
aspirations of the current project and the considerable body of case study research (generally 
undertaken at individual Local Government Area or Catchment Management Area scales) using land 
parcels data frame approaches.  

This chapter has sought to contextualise these research fields. In so doing, the intention has been to 
identify the new ground covered by this project. Examination of current national-scale spatial science 
initiatives confirms that spatially referenced datasets on land ownership change do not presently exist. 
In addition, examination of the diverse body of existing research that uses land parcels data frame 
approaches has emphasised a number of limitations of existing research in this broad area.  

In summary, land parcels data have become a resource of increased strategic relevance to research on 
natural resource management/landholder behaviour, and land use transformations/socio-economic 
change. Yet in reviewing this broad field, it is apparent that these applications have had limited 
purpose. In much of the existing body of research, land parcels data are used for the identification of 
property boundaries, with minimal reference to the histories of sales/purchases/sub-divisions etc. that 
enabled those boundaries to come into being. Thus, in the catchment management literature, for 
example, it is difficult to find studies that explicitly document the role of ownership characteristics on 
NRM variables (whether land has changed ownership or not; whether purchasers are existing 
landowners aggregating their holdings; or part of a process of fragmentation, etc). Likewise, the 
extensive literature on peri-urban, ex-urban and rural amenity localities tends not to provide a 
documentary trail that links processes of land use transformations to patterns of land ownership change 
(whether new entrants are buying land; existing landowners are aggregating or fragmenting holdings, 
etc). This latter point has crucial relevance to wider debates on the engines of land use change in these 
areas, as these processes are frequently accompanied by allegations of development ‘land banking’ 
(the aggregation of land reserves in anticipation of changes to zoning and/or development policy 
regimes). Hence, the provision of spatially referenced land ownership change data remains a ‘missing 
link’ in this research field.  

This missing link in the research literature can be ascribed to the absence of ready-to-use spatially 
referenced databases on rural land ownership change. The provision of such data in the form of a 
cadastral spatial layer would allow researchers to overlay the history of land ownership change onto a 
range of other spatially referenced datasets, and hence open up new analytical perspectives. In the next 
chapter, the method used in this project to generate these outcomes is presented. 
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Chapter 3: Acquiring Data and Developing 
a Methodology 
As the first comprehensive study on this topic, this project has had to make a series of benchmark 
decisions relating to the acquisition of data and the construction of fit-for-purpose data. These 
processes were framed by not-inconsiderable differences in data storage regimes between the states. 
Current data storage regimes of state government data custodians are a legacy of individual decisions 
over a long period. Thus, the potential and scope for data usage varies markedly from state to state. 

This chapter outlines the conceptual logic and practical tactics this project has used to navigate these 
issues. This content is instructive not only because it sets out the project methodology, but also 
because it emphasises the interpretative boundaries associated with these data. Considerable caution 
needs to be exercised when divining the meaning and significance of land parcels data. To identify 
these issues, the organisation of the chapter broadly corresponds to the methodological process that 
confronted this research. It begins by assessing data acquisition, and then addresses the technical and 
definitional issues that framed the ways that land ownership data were generated. 

Data acquisition 
This research uses data sourced directly from relevant custodian agencies in each of the Australian six 
states.28 Australia does not have a single repository for land parcels information, and as discussed 
below, different state agencies each have their own frameworks for compiling these data. This level of 
decentralisation in the storage of land information data is a major handicap for research in this broad 
area. As argued by Bennett et al. (2012: 208) “nations that maintain disaggregated systems lack the 
impetus to unlock the opportunities veiled within their disparate land administration systems”. 

In the present case, gaining data required the researchers to negotiate access and usage agreements 
with each separate state, with data procured following the payment of administrative fees. Data 
delivery took different forms, dependent on the particularities governing the way that agencies stored 
their land titles data and the related spatial information files (Table 8). Ownership data and the current 
cadastre were obtained at five cut-off dates (31 December 2004, 2005, 2006, 2007 and 2008), enabling 
four year-on-year comparisons.29 In all cases, data were provided in formats that required considerable 
reformatting prior to use.  

Determining the geographical scope of the project 

Upon the negotiation of data access, the first benchmark decision for the project was the geographical 
extent of analysis. LGAs within state capitals were obviously outside the (rural) remit of the project, so 
were automatically excluded. However, peri-urban LGAs were of interest, and in many cases, these 
were situated within the (Statistical Division) boundaries of State capitals. In these cases, considered, 
case-by-case judgements were made on their inclusion. This led to the following peri-urban LGAs 
being covered by this project: Hawkesbury, Wollondilly and Camden (in Sydney SD); Cardinia, 
Whittlesea, Hume, Melton, Nillumbik, and Yarra Ranges (in Melbourne SD); Moreton Bay (in 
Brisbane SD); Serpentine-Jarrahdale (in Perth SD); Onkaparinga, Gawler and Playford (in Adelaide 
SD), and Clarence, Sorell, Brighton and Kingborough (in Hobart SD). 

 

                                                      

28 The two mainland territories were not included in the terms of reference for this project. 
29 Except WA, which as discussed below, was analysed according to a different methodology. 
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Table 8. Data access arrangements 

State Custodian agency Access and usage arrangements 

NSW Land & Property Management Authority Data access licence agreement with LPMA 

Victoria Dept of Sustainability and Environment–
Spatial Information Infrastructure 

Data access licence agreement with DSE 

Queensland Dept of Environment and Resource 
Management 

Data access licence agreement with DERM 

Western 
Australia 

Landgate Data licence agreement with DAFWA, for 
Client-Property-Event data generated from 
Landgate cadastral and land titles information 

South 
Australia  

Dept of Transport, Energy and 
Infrastructure–Land Services Group 

Data access licence agreement with PIRSA, on 
the basis of data supplied through DTEI 

Tasmania Dept of Primary Industries, Parks, Water 
and Environment 

Data access licence agreement with DPIPWE 

 

Secondly, the project needed to exclude LGAs outside of state capitals that were dominated by 
residential and industrial land uses. Again, a considered case-by-case set of judgements were made and 
from these it was decided to exclude: all LGAs (except Wingecarribee) in the Illawarra; all LGAs in 
the Hunter (except the rural LGAs of Cessnock, Dungog, Gloucester, Muswellbrook, Singleton, and 
Upper Hunter); Queenscliffe and Greater Geelong in Victoria; and Gold Coast City Council (Qld). 

Thirdly, the project excluded LGAs in coastal NSW. This decision was taken following discussions 
with DPI NSW on how the project’s data would be utilised. DPI’s stake in the project30 derived from 
its interest in understanding the dynamics of land ownership change in (i) areas dominated by 
agriculture and non-residential rural land use, and (ii) peri-urban Sydney. It was deemed that the 
inclusion of coastal NSW (with high proportions of land use given over to residential purposes) would 
potentially have the effect of skewing state-wide averages and thereby provide a less clear analytical 
lens through which to assess ownership change dynamics. 

Finally, analytical clarity was also deemed to require the exclusion and/or separate treatment of large 
‘outback’ areas. These areas posed problems for this project. A significant proportion of land in 
outback Australia is held under various forms of Indigenous land title or as Crown Reserves and/or 
National Parks. The legal and economic processes associated with land ownership change in these 
contexts is distinctly different from those in areas where forms of freehold land title predominate and, 
as such, their inclusion in the study would provide an added complication for the analysis of state and 
national results. Notably, the large size of these areas would mean that the effects of one or two single 
transactions would distort otherwise more significant national trends. Exclusion of these areas means 
that the data reported here corresponds in broad terms to what has been labelled the ‘Australian 
ecumeme’ - the area of the continent where permanent agriculture predominates.  

As with the discussion above, consideration of the geographical scope of analysis was determined on a 
case-by-case basis dependent on data quality issues (which can be significant in some of these regions) 
and the importance of agriculture (pastoralism) as a land use. To this end, it was determined to exclude 
most of the Far North region of SA, and all of WA outside the wheatbelt and south-west; but include 
the unincorporated area of Far West NSW and the outback areas of Queensland, which in both cases 
are dominated by transferable Crown pastoral leasehold forms of land tenure. Also consistent with this 

                                                      

30 DPI provided ancillary financial support to the project. 
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approach, West Coast Tasmania (which in terms of land area is dominated by National Parks) was also 
excluded.  

These boundary decisions about the geographical extent of the project resulted in a database of 378 
LGAs.31 These LGAs were then grouped into ‘regions of state’ categories. In all cases except 
Tasmania,32 these were based on the boundaries used by Regional Development Australia (RDA) as 
summarised in Table 9. 

Creating ‘single-line’, spatially referenced entries for each land 
parcel and calculating rates of ownership change 
Confirmation of the project’s geographical scope then led to the next set of methodological challenges, 
which involved converting unwieldy databases into usable formats. For this task, the project did not 
have the benefit of drawing on established methodological protocols about how to extract land titles 
data from custodian databases, or how to convert these data into a framework which would allow for 
the measurement and assessment of land ownership change. The fact that database structures in all the 
states differ considerably from one another made this problem additionally taxing. 

Nevertheless, discussions with custodian agencies and preliminary scoping of databases led to a 
broadly similar methodology being adopted for all the states except Western Australia. In the case of 
WA, obtaining data directly from the custodian (Landgate) was by-passed in favour of a data 
acquisition strategy involving the Department of Agriculture and Food WA (DAFWA). As discussed 
later in this chapter, DAFWA has a system for accessing and manipulating Landgate data which 
produces a unique set of insights into rural land ownership. No other state replicates this system. 
Hence, it was decided to adopt a different approach for WA to that used in the other states. 

The common methodology applied for the five eastern states involved the use of land parcels as the 
basic spatial unit for analysing ownership. As a starting point for assessing this methodology, it needs 
to be recognised that rural land ownership data takes the form of a scaled hierarchy of organisational 
categories (as described in Box 2) and that, conceivably, ownership change could be measured as 
occurring at any of these levels. However for the purposes of this project, there were three compelling 
justifications for pitching analysis at the individual land parcel scale. First and most obviously, as the 
basic unit of land in which ownership rests, the use of parcels ensured complete geographical coverage 
of areas under investigation. To measure change at higher levels (properties, holdings and enterprises) 
would pick up land used for agricultural activities, but ignore non-agricultural rural land uses. This 
would be highly problematic for the present project, inasmuch as it seeks to examine land ownership 
change not just within the agricultural sector, but across the diversity of land use arrangements and 
functions in rural Australia. Therefore, in determining that the project would measure ownership 
change at the scale of individual land parcels (in the eastern states, at least), the project set forth an 
inclusive frame of reference, in which ownership change regardless of land use would be measured. 
Secondly, the use of individual land parcels enabled more comprehensive analysis of the ‘who’ and 
‘where’ attributes of land ownership change. The methodological detail associated with these 
assessments is discussed in greater detail later in this chapter. What is currently important to note is 
that measuring ownership change at the scale of individual land parcels provided scope for a fine-
grained, spatially referenced identification of land aggregations, fragmentations and sub-divisions. 
Focusing on the most elemental scale of land ownership guaranteed that no details were lost when it 
came to analysing the specifics of who was selling land; how this sale related to the vendor’s other 
land assets in the same LGA; who the new owners were; and whether the new owners had existing 
land assets in the same LGA. Thirdly, uncertainties and inconsistencies within the datasets held by 

                                                      

31 Technically, 377 LGAs and ‘unincorporated’ Far West NSW. 
32 In Tasmania, there is only one RDA Committee for the entire state. In lieu, the project used regional areas 
used by the Tasmanian Government. 
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custodian agencies posed massive problems for the use of other (larger) scales of measurement. The 
current land title database infrastructure in Australia does not possess the capacity to link individual 
land parcels to the (socially and commercially defined) notions of properties, holdings and enterprises. 
These issues are discussed in greater detail under a separate heading below. Realistically therefore, the 
analytical scale of land parcels was the only viable option with regards to this project’s ambition to 
generate nationwide assessments of land ownership change. 

Box 2. Organisational categories for rural land 
The parcel (also called the ‘lot’) is the basic unit of land. Every parcel of land has a unique cadastral identifier 
and an owner. Owners of land can be individuals, corporations, organisations or the Crown (or its agents). 
The property is a collection of contiguous parcels under common ownership. Traditionally in Australia, farming 
was coincidental with the ownership of a single ‘property’ and hence, ‘the farm’ (as an operating unit) and the 
‘property’ (the land upon which it was based) could be used with a high degree of inter-changeability. 
The holding is the accumulation of properties within a single LGA, and for statistical purposes, represents the 
spatial manifestation of the farm establishment (see the discussion of the AAC in Chapter 2). In recent years, the 
concept of the holding has gained significance. With rural restructuring, farm morphologies undergo change and 
single farming units may exist as dispersed, non-contiguous, accumulations of parcels. According to the ABS, 
the holding “...is defined as land located within one shire used for the production of agricultural and livestock 
produce. Each holding usually corresponds to an individual farm business, and can consist of a number of 
separate parcels of land, providing they are all in the one shire... The area of a holding includes all occupied and 
maintained land owned, leased or rented, land worked by sharefarmers and all road permits. Excludes land leased 
or rented to others” (ABS, 2010e). The distinction between the property and the holding is illustrated in Figure 5. 
Finally, land represented by a farm enterprise includes all land that is either owned or leased for agricultural 
operations across different LGAs.  

 

Pitching the methodology of this project at the scale of individual parcels, however, implied a massive 
data task. There are several million land parcels included within the 378 LGAs covered by this project, 
however, many of these had little relevance to the project’s aims. Land parcels located within 
population settlements (regional cities, towns and villages) were external to the interests of this 
project. Also, Australia’s rural landscapes are littered with a large number of small, special-purpose 
land parcels dedicated to such activities as electricity and telecommunications transmission towers, 
sporting fields, local parks, Council depots, etc. These parcels were also largely irrelevant to the 
purposes of this study. Unfortunately, land title databases in Australia do not always (or consistently) 
provide an identifier that enables these parcels to be separated out on the basis of urban/rural status or 
functional use. To remove these parcels from consideration, therefore, a filter was applied to databases 
that eliminated all parcels less than 4 hectares in size. The decision to set the filter at 4 hectares was 
undertaken in consultation with state government agencies. It was determined that this filter would 
automatically eliminate all the small special-purpose parcels described above, and would also act as a 
de facto barrier to the inclusion of parcels within population settlements. Only a very small number of 
individual parcels in rural towns, cities and villages are larger than 4 hectares. Application of this filter 
left the project with approximately 1 million parcels per year to be analysed across the five eastern 
States (Table 10). 
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Table 9. Geographic details of data coverage 

State Geographical coverage (defined in terms of the ASGC) Regional classification used in this report 

NSW 89 LGAs and ‘Unincorporated’. Includes: (i) all LGAs in the SDs of Far West, Murray, 
Murrumbidgee, Central West, North Western, and Northern; (ii) South Eastern SD 
(except Bega Valley, Eurobodalla, Nowra and Shoalhaven); (iii) Hawkesbury, Camden 
and Wollondilly LGAs in Sydney SD; (iv) Cessnock, Dungog, Gloucester, Muswellbrook, 
Singleton, and Upper Hunter in Hunter SD; (v) Wingecarribee in Illawarra SD; and (vi) 
Kyogle in Richmond-Tweed SD. 

10 region classification based on RDA-NSW. This includes: all LGAs in Far West, Orana, 
Murray, Central West, Riverina, Sthn Inland and Nthn Inland regions; rural LGAs in the 
Hunter region (Cessnock, Dungog, Gloucester, Muswellbrook, Singleton, and Upper 
Hunter); the Western Sydney peri-urban LGAs of Hawkesbury, Camden and 
Wollondilly; and Kyogle (in the Nthn Rivers region). 

Vic 52 LGAs. Includes: (i) all LGAs in the SDs of Gippsland, East Gippsland, Ovens-Murray; 
Goulburn; Loddon; Mallee; Wimmera; Central Highlands and Western District; (ii) all 
Barwon SD excluding Greater Geelong and Queenscliffe; and (iii) six ‘peri-urban LGAs’ 
in Melbourne SD--Cardinia, Whittlesea, Hume, Melton, Nillumbik, and Yarra Ranges.  

6 region classification based on RDA-Victoria: complete coverage of the Hume, 
Gippsland, Loddon Mallee, and Grampians regions; all of Barwon SW but excluding 
Greater Geelong and Queenscliffe; and a new region of ‘outer Melbourne’ defined as 
the LGAs of Cardinia, Whittlesea, Hume, Melton, Nillumbik, and Yarra Ranges. 

Qld 56 LGAs. Includes: (i) all LGAs in the SDs of South West, Central West, Mackay, Darling 
Downs, Sunshine Coast and West Moreton; (ii) all LGAs except Doomadgee in North 
West SD; (iii) all LGAs except Palm Island in Northern SD; (iv) all LGAs except 
Cherbourg in Wide Bay-Burnett; (v) all LGAs except Woorabinda in Fitzroy SD; (vi) 9 
LGAs in Far North SD (Aurukun, Cairns, Cassowary Coast, Cook, Croydon, Etheridge, 
Nthn Peninsula Area, Tablelands, Torres); and (vii) Moreton Bay LGA in Brisbane SD. 

9 region classification based on RDA–Queensland, including all the state except: the 
three metropolitan regions of Brisbane City, Logan & Redlands, and Gold Coast; and 
excluding 15 LGAs representing geographically small Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander community areas. 

WA For the purposes of the state report, data for 107 LGAs is reported. This includes: (i) 
all LGAs in the Kimberley, Pilbara, Central, South Eastern, Upper Great Southern, 
Lower Great Southern, South West and Midlands SDs; and (ii) Serpentine-Jarrahdale 
LGA in Perth SD.  

8 region classification based on RDA–WA. This includes: all LGAs in Kimberley, Pilbara, 
Mid West-Gascoyne, Goldfields/ Esperance; all LGAs in the Wheatbelt, Great 
Southern, and Southwest regions; and all LGAs in the Peel region excepting 
Mandurah. For the calculation of national data, 68 LGAs in the Peel, Southwest, Great 
Southern and Wheatbelt regions are included. 

SA 47 LGAs. Includes: (i) all LGAs in Yorke & Mid North, Outer Adelaide and South East 
SDs; (ii) all LGAs except Southern Mallee in Murraylands SD (this is because of data 
omissions); (iii) 3 LGAs (Whyalla, Flinders Ranges and Port Augusta) in Northern SD; 
(iv) 7 LGAs (Ceduna, Cleve, Elliston, Franklin Harbour, Kimba, Lower Eyre and Le 
Hunte) in Eyre SD; and (v) Onkaparinga, Gawler and Playford LGAs in the Adelaide SD. 

8 region classification based on RDA–SA. This includes all LGAs in the Barossa, Yorke & 
Mid-Nth, and Adelaide Hills, Fleurieu & Kangaroo Is regions; all LGAs except Maralinga 
Tjarutja, Pt Lincoln and Streaky Bay in the Whyalla and Eyre region; Flinders Ranges 
and Pt Augusta LGAs in the Far Nth region; all LGAs in the Limestone Coast region 
except Mt Gambier; all LGAs except Sthn Mallee in the Murraylands & Riverlands 
region; and the Onkaparinga and Playford LGAs in the Adelaide region. 

Tas 26 LGAs. Includes: (i) all LGAs in the ‘South East’ and ‘Launceston & North East’ SD; (ii) 
all LGAs except West Coast in the ‘West & North West’ SD; and (iii) the LGAs of 
Clarence, Sorell, Brighton and Kingborough in Hobart SD. 

3 region classification based on the boundaries used by the Govt of Tasmania. 
Includes all LGAs in Northern; all LGAs except West Coast in the North West (Cradle 
Coast Authority); and all LGAs except Hobart City and Glenorchy City in Southern. 

Note: SD = statistical division 
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Table 10. Number of land parcels analysed in the current study 

 Number 
of LGAs 

Number of land parcels 

 2004-05 2005-06 2006-07 2007-08 

NSW 90 409,498 411,836 412,597 412,615 

Vic 52 307,824 308,031 311,958 313,464 

Qld 56 205,670 212,207 212,547 212,690 

SA 47 66,134 67,067 68,915 68,927 

Tas 26 47,605 47,774 44,779 45,017 

WA 107 ---- ---- ---- ---- 

Total 378 1,036,731 1,046,915 1,050,796 1,052,713 
Note: Parcels data for WA are not included in this table because they were not 
collected due to a different methodology being used. 
 

The task of analysing the annual ownership status of these 1 million land parcels per year required the 
development of a methodology that would convert complex data records systems into a single line 
entry for each one. This seems a simple task, but in fact, the process of creating these outputs was 
lengthy because of incompatibilities between the needs of this research, and the ways that the land title 
databases are structured. The custodian land title agencies in each State and Territory are legislatively 
required to maintain land records for public purposes. To this end, their databases hold a vast 
repository of point-in-time information relating to the millions of individual parcels that exist in each 
jurisdiction. While this huge volume of information provides an immense potential resource for 
researchers, the size, complexity and organisation of databases can be a burden rather than a blessing. 
Custodian agency databases are not set up to serve the needs of researchers, and therefore, almost any 
endeavour to analyse patterns of land ownership change is inevitably prefaced by considerable 
manipulation of the records. Thus, the research published in this report was available in a usable 
format only after many hundreds of hours of preliminary data handling. 

These complexities derived from the need of the custodian agencies’ to structure databases in ways 
that record every ‘event’ that is pertinent to a land parcel. An ‘event’ refers to any change in any 
aspect of that parcel, including: ownership (whether wholly or partially) and the relevant context for 
any ownership change (such as the death of an owner and any ensuing legal issues impinging on the 
estate); relevant zoning or related classifications; information on easements, covenants or other usage 
restrictions; and various other pieces of information. Consequently, databases exist as strings of ‘event 
dates’ listing relevant actions as they impinge on individual parcels. Thus, individual land parcels do 
not have ‘one-line entries’ in databases but exist as multiple entries recording a progression of ‘event’ 
changes. Furthermore, land parcels can have numerous identifiers relating to their ‘lot number’ within 
a ‘development number’ within a ‘section number’ within a ‘local government’. (This nomenclature 
differs from state to state, but the basic premise remains.) By-and-large, this identifier system refers 
back to the original folio-based systems for recording land title information. Also attached to these 
folio-based identifiers is a ‘cadastre identifier’ (usually referred to as a ‘CAD ID’) which is a geo-
coded reference that connects the information in the custodian agency databases to the spatial datasets 
held and managed by the agencies that have statutory mapping responsibilities in each state. Across 
the different states and territories of Australia, the entities responsible for managing ‘events-based’ 
land title databases generally tend to be separate divisions (sometimes located in separate agencies) 
from those responsible for maintaining spatial information on those same titles. 

To generate single-line entries for each land parcel, therefore, a database macro was constructed. The 
series of expressions in the macro reorganised and recoded land titles data such that ownership details 
were recorded as a series of columns in a single database row. Data sheets for consecutive years were 
linked to create an algorithm that would identify whether ownership had changed during the period in 
question.  
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This operation, however, brought into question the important issue of how ownership change was to be 
defined. Fundamental to the ability of this project to generate measurements of ownership change was 
the establishment of sharply defined perceptions of what, in fact, constituted this process. The basic 
issue is that land parcels can have multiple owners; indeed, it is extremely common in rural Australia 
for many individuals (usually from the same family) to be joint owners of a single parcel. Sometimes 
land ownership change occurs when a parcel is wholly sold by all the joint owners, but alternately, it 
may be the case that some of the joint owners sell their portions, either to existing joint owners, or to 
third parties. For example:  

• A husband and wife conjointly own a parcel, and after a divorce, the husband/wife’s share is 
purchased by the other party; 

• A husband and wife conjointly own a parcel and one partner dies, leaving her/his share to the 
surviving party; 

• Three siblings conjointly own a parcel and one sells out her/his share to one of the other siblings; 

• Three siblings conjointly own a parcel and one sells out her/his share to a third party; 

Evidently, to cut through these myriad possibilities, a simple rule needed to be established that could 
be expressed in an algorithm that could be applied to the data spreadsheet (remembering that the 
revised data sets for each state each comprised many hundreds of thousands of entries). To this end, it 
was determined that ‘ownership change’ was constituted by a change in more than 50% of the owners 
between two consecutive time periods. Thus, referencing the examples above, where a wife/husband 
acquired her/his partner’s ownership share of a parcel following a death or divorce, this would not be 
classified as ‘change’. Likewise, if one sibling sold her/his share to one of the existing sibling owners, 
this also would not be classified as ‘change’. However, ‘ownership change’ would be defined to occur 
if two of three siblings sold their shares to the remaining sibling, or if a widower transfers her/his 
ownership to her/his son or daughter (who was not previously listed as an owner) (Figure 4). 

 

 

Figure 4. Illustrations of ownership change 

Resolution of what constituted ownership change enabled each parcel to be assigned as having 
undergone “change” or “no change” from one year to another. The resultant databases were then 
joined to cadastral shape files (provided by custodian agencies) to create a spatially referenced land 
ownership data base. This process, however, revealed a further set of complications. In many 
instances, it was evident that data quality was impaired by apparent omissions and coding errors. At 
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one level, there seemed inconsistencies between the two data sets, whereby a significant number of 
parcels in the cadastre did not have corresponding ownership information in the land titles database. 
The proportion of parcels with missing ownership information is listed in Table 11. Thus, although the 
cadastre and land titles databases for Queensland were completely consistent with one another, data 
from the other states suffered (to varying degrees) from inconsistencies. In a positive sense, it is 
worthy to note that the scale of these inconsistencies reduced in all states during the period under 
investigation; however, the question of why these inconsistencies exist in the first place is an issue 
beyond the scope of this project. The only observation to be made here is that this project is not the 
first to have faced these types of problems with regards to data quality. For example, in her attempt to 
calculate land ownership change rates in her Victorian case study regions, Mendham makes the 
comment: 

“When the data was received there were some anomalies and it was apparent there were errors 
in the data entry. In some cases it appeared a sale had been entered twice, sometimes the size of 
the property was obviously wrong (greater than the size of the local government area in one 
example), parties to sale were missing or other problems were discovered. When identifying 
resales other inconsistencies were observed, for example when a property was obviously the 
same but a slightly different size in each entry” (Mendham, 2010: 97). 

Table 11. Percentage of land parcels with missing information 

 2004-05 2005-06 2006-07 2007-08 

NSW 15.3% 14.2% 10.7% 6.8% 

Vic 26.0% 21.7% 21.4% 19.4% 

Qld 0.0% 0.0% 0.0% 0.0% 

SA 2.0% 2.4% 4.2% 1.5% 

Tas 12.6% 11.7% 9.0% 7.7% 

Note: WA not included in this table because it was analysed according to a 
different methodology. 

 

Land parcels with missing information were set aside from subsequent analysis in this project. Thus, 
the remaining data formed the basis for all calculations of ownership change rates. These rates were 
calculated according to a ‘composite index’ methodology which represents the averaged measure of 
the number of parcels changing hands, and the area of land represented by changed ownership. This 
methodology recognises that there are two basic ways to measure rates of land ownership change and 
that each of these methods, when applied individually, presents particular biases. Measurement of land 
ownership change in terms of the number of parcels changing hands is hostage to the historical 
contexts under which land titles were established. For example, the adjacent LGAs of Cootamundra 
and Temora in the NSW Riverina have very similar agricultural sectors, but the average parcel size in 
Cootamundra is only half that of Temora (44.9 ha to 88.5 ha). These averages suggest that the sale of a 
400 ha farm in Cootamundra may involve ownership change of 10 parcels, while in Temora it may 
involve only five parcels. Thus, measuring change through the number of parcels potentially can 
overstate or understate the incidence of land transfers, depending on the whim of land titling histories. 
Alternately, the second basic way that ownership change can be measured is in terms of the area of 
land changing hands. Clearly, this approach is appropriate if the intention is to assess the implications 
of ownership change on land use and/or environmental outcomes. However, conversely to the former 
case, in instances where just a handful of very large properties are transferred, it may provide an 
exaggerated sense of the incidence of change.  
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The ‘composite index’ used in this project seeks to compensate for these biases by representing both 
average ‘parcel’ and ‘area’ measurements. Hence, in any given year, if 10% of the number of parcels 
(over 4 ha) change ownership and this represents 15% of the total land area (for which we have full 
ownership data), the composite index would be 12.5.33 Throughout this research, we term this the 
‘churn rate’, because it signifies the extent to which rural land in any geographical area (a local 
government, region or state) is undergoing ownership change. 

Calculating land ownership aggregation and fragmentation 
The steps described above created databases with the capacity to generate LGA-specific calculations 
of the rate of land ownership change and to map the parcels undergoing ownership change on the 
cadastre. Once these tasks were completed, the next logical step was to ask how the transfer of title 
affects existing patterns of land ownership. In some cases, the sale and purchase of land facilitates 
further concentration of ownership at the local level, as existing landowners increase the size of their 
holdings–a process known as aggregation. In other cases, it facilitates more dispersed patterns of 
ownership, as owners downsize or sub-divide–a process known as fragmentation. And finally, the 
transfer of land might seem to be not associated with either of these processes. Rather, it might reflect 
a direct transfer from one owner to another due to life cycle and family-related processes, such as 
retirement, divorce and succession–a set of processes labelled in this project as changeover. 

Measurement of these processes required the construction of precise specifications that could be 
expressed in the form of spreadsheet algorithms. In turn, any consideration of how to define these 
processes is necessarily dependent on the foundational concepts of farm ‘properties’ and ‘holdings’. 
‘Aggregation’ or ‘fragmentation’ has to occur in relation to an existing entity, and thus, the definition 
of what is constituted by the existing entity (what is a holding, for example) becomes crucial to the 
exercise. The subsequent section discusses these methodological issues in relation to the definition and 
identification of properties and holdings. Following this, the strategy utilised by this project is 
outlined. 

The challenge of defining rural properties and holdings 

As outlined in Box 2, it is generally the case in rural Australia that the operational entities of farm 
properties and holdings represent accumulations of land parcels that are either contiguous (in the case 
of properties) or non-contiguous (potentially, in the case of holdings) (Figure 5). It is rarely the case 
that a single property is also a single land parcel. As Barr (2009: 46) describes it: “Rather than farms 
being amalgamated, farms are likely to be sold as separate lots [parcels] within the existing title 
structure”. Hence, over time, there is a waning coherence between the cadastre (representing the 
delineation of parcels) and the operational boundaries of farm properties and holdings. The cadastre 
represents a historical record of land titling, upon which is overlaid the operational units that comprise 
the rural economy. 

This poses a significant problem for the use of land titles databases in identifying farm properties and 
holdings. Not only is it the case that single properties or holdings are usually constituted by a 
significant number of separate land parcels, but that these parcels may not all have the same name on 
the title. The family-based nature of farm ownership can mean, potentially, that different land parcels 
may be owned by separate members of a family (siblings, different marriage partners, in sole or joint 
names, etc) but all be within the same operational umbrella of a property or holding. 

 

                                                      

33 The composite index is: (P + A)/2, where P = the percentage of parcels changing hands, and A = the area of 
land changing hands. 
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Figure 5. Representations of holdings and properties. Note: Each property is, in turn, 
comprised of land parcels 

 

This problem persists notwithstanding the fact that land titles agencies include a Property Identifier 
code within their data bases. Property Identifiers are used by custodian agencies to code transfers of 
title involving multiple parcels in one transaction. Once recorded in land titles databases, this 
information is then forwarded to LGAs for the purpose of updating rate-payer records. In NSW, for 
example, all parcels include a corresponding seven-digit Property Identifier. As an illustration, in 
Blayney LGA in 2008, there were 9,023 parcels larger than 4 hectares in size, representing 3,918 
separately identified properties. At face value, the existence of the Property Identifier code within land 
titles data bases might appear to provide a method for assigning every land parcel (as the legal unit of 
land ownership) to the socio-economic entity (the property or holding) operating it. However, 
significant obstacles impair the practicality of deploying this method. 

The basic problem is that Property Identifiers are transaction-based records, and this leads to three core 
limitations in their effectiveness for research such as this. Firstly, these data are generated at the point 
in time of a land transaction, and are not necessarily updated to take into account changes in 
operational realities. As discussed earlier in this report, a fundamental feature of the rural economy is 
the widespread operation of properties and holdings through family-based structures (often constituted 
legally via trusts) and within these entities, it is quite feasible–indeed, quite common as our analyses 
reveal–that land titles are held in the names of different parties yet are operationally integrated within a 
single economic establishment. The transaction-based, legal rendering of Property Identifier data in 
land titles records gives no clue to these realities. Secondly, even if the Property Identifier provides a 
correct identification of individual properties, it does not follow that it can accurately link these to 
other land held by the same owners in a given LGA. For legal and tax reasons, it may be the case that 
an existing owner of land in an LGA buys a new property, but through a different name (her or his 
spouse or offspring, for example) or a different legal entity. Property Identifiers will fail to pick up 
these distinctions. Thirdly, and complicating this further, farm properties and holdings as defined by 
the ABS include all land–owned and leased–that is used within a single farm establishment. 
Information on leased farm land is largely outside the domain of land title data bases. Whereas there is 
some potential capacity in some states for the collection and recording of these data, the coverage and 
reliability of this is mixed, at best.34 

                                                      

34 According to the 2005-06 ABS Agricultural Census, only 6.67% of Australian agricultural land was privately 
leased, therefore perhaps it could be said that this issue doesn’t have huge implications in terms of obtaining 
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These shortcomings necessitate an intensive approach to the collection of spatially referenced 
information on properties and holdings. Knowledge about how differently titled parcels come together 
to form commonly managed properties and/or non-contiguous farm holdings is tacit; it is known by 
the operators but not generally recorded within public data collections. Because of this the collation of 
such knowledge generally requires direct contact with landowners, which tends to be expensive and 
time-consuming. 

A series of projects undertaken from the late 1990s underlined the significant resourcing implications 
of these methodological necessities. Shortly after the commencement of the ACLUMP, the Bureau of 
Rural Sciences (BRS) and the Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS) sought to trial the use of land 
parcel databases for the identification of agricultural establishments. At the time, it was proposed that a 
National Rural Property Register be established that would provide a repository for nation-wide 
cadastral data on farm properties and holdings, and that future AACs would be geo-coded, enabling 
results from individual respondents to be connected to land use data sourced from spatial imagery. 
Such initiatives would have linked the property cadastres held by land title custodian agencies, to a 
record of the farm entity actually ‘working’ the land.  

This approach was first trialled in Gippsland by the BRS and ABS in 1999-2000. Some 5,912 farms 
were sent maps of cadastral boundaries with a request to identify the land parcels that represented their 
farms. This approach successfully generated accurate information on farm property boundaries 
(Randall, 2001; Randall and Barson, 2001). However, the expensiveness of this trial meant it was not 
pursued further. Subsequently, therefore, strategies were investigated to ‘short-cut’ the need for direct 
contact with land-owners by employing the knowledge systems of local informants. The investigation 
of this option was behind a 2001 trial in Cootamundra (NSW) Statistical Local Area conducted jointly 
by the BRS, ABS, the Public Sector Mapping Agency, the NSW Government, and Elders (the rural 
supplies, finance and real estate firm). The methodology of this trial involved the use of staff at Elders 
to annotate the parcel cadastre with details of property boundaries, based on their local knowledge 
(Hope et al., 2001). Evaluation of results from the Cootamundra trial, however, revealed that the 
approach generated a ‘match rate’ of “40% at best” (Hope et al., 2001: 4). This failure undoubtedly 
reflected the complexities and inconsistencies between the ways that ownership of land titles is 
recorded, the dynamics of agricultural operations, and limitations to the knowledge base of 
participating Elders staff.  

Following the disappointing outcomes from the Cootamundra pilot study, the BRS and other 
Commonwealth agencies did not undertake this approach again. Thus, the promise of a spatially 
referenced national rural property register has remained elusive. In Australia, the only substantive 
progress towards this (worthy) goal is represented in the Client-Property-Event (CPE) system 
established in Western Australia by DAFWA. This system is discussed further below.35 

                                                                                                                                                                      

an overall perspective on land ownership in rural Australia. In NSW, the Property, Stock and Business Agents 
Regulation (2003) [attached to the Property, Stock and Business Agents Act (2003) (amended 2006)] specifies 
that lease agreements arranged through registered stock and station agents are required to be in written 
accordance with specific guidelines (set out in Clause 13, Schedule 3) (Fair Trading NSW, 2003). Details of leases 
at times are appended to official land title records held by the LPMA, but not all leases are registered in this 
way, and so whatever data exists in the LPMA is an incomplete record. Furthermore, in the rural economy, it is 
not uncommon for leases to be negotiated on an ad hoc basis between neighbours (that is, without the 
involvement of a registered stock and station agent) and no official data at all exists of these transactions. 
35 In our discussions with state agencies, the only other possibility along these lines was raised by South 
Australia, where there is the potential for generating a geo-coded data set of agricultural establishments 
courtesy of the administration of the State’s fire service levy. Levies are payable on single farming enterprises, 
and the rate at which the levy is set (at a declining marginal rate) provides financial incentives for land-owners 
to specify the full extent of the land they manage (notwithstanding the fact that individual parcels within these 
holdings may be legally held under differently named ownership). What this means is that the data custodian 
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A method for identifying aggregation and fragmentation 

The issues raised above dictate a particular pathway in this project for the identification and 
measurement of rural land aggregation and fragmentation. Because of (i) the absence of spatially 
referenced national rural property registers, and (ii) the practical constraints associated with direct-
contact landholder methods, this project has been obliged to rely on a literal-legal method of 
identifying and measuring aggregation and fragmentation. This means that measurements of 
aggregation and fragmentation from one year to the next are based around increases or decreases 
(respectively) in the area of land held under the same legal name. Hence: 

• Aggregation occurs when there is a change in parcel ownership and the new owner is already an 
existing rural land owner in the LGA. It implies that the size of the buyer’s holding increases from 
one year to the next (Figure 6). 

• Fragmentation occurs when a land parcel is sold to a buyer with no prior ownership of land in the 
same LGA, and the original owner still retains ownership of other land within the LGA. This can 
happen via downsizing (when a landowner reduces the size of her/his holding by selling off one or 
more parcels but (importantly) retaining some land: Figure 7) or sub-division (when a landowner 
does not simply sell off an existing parcel, but applies through the relevant land titling authorities 
for a change in parcel boundaries that converts one parcel into two or more: Figure 8).36, 37 

• Thirdly, it is evident that not all land transactions fall into the category of being either an 
aggregation or a fragmentation. In many cases, an entire holding is transferred to a third party with 
no pre-existing land assets in the same LGA. In this project, these transactions are labelled 
changeovers. They are technically defined as occurring when a land parcel is sold to a buyer with 
no prior ownership of land in the same LGA, and the original owner doesn’t retain ownership of 
any land within the LGA. In other words, it is where the seller entirely exits the LGA, and the 
buyer is new to the LGA. These transactions, ceteris paribus, do not imply either a concentration 
of dispersal of rural land ownership. 

The use of the legal-literal approach to measuring aggregation and fragmentation in this project 
represents an important first step to the comprehensive assessment of these processes in the Australian 
context. It needs to be emphasised that the challenge of constructing spatially referenced data sets of 
parcels undergoing aggregation and fragmentation has never before been attempted. Comparable to the 
earlier discussion on ownership change, single holdings were identified through the development and 
application of a spreadsheet algorithm that identified common ownership within the same LGA based 
on a minimum of 50% common names in land titles databases. For example, where a property was 
owned jointly by three siblings and then two of those same siblings purchased a second property in the 
same LGA, because more than a 50% overlap of owners increased the size of their holding in the LGA 
this would be defined as aggregation. (And it should be noted that whereas such an example might 
appear a pedantic abstraction, in the process of land ownership change in rural Australia, such 
permutations are far from unusual. Coming to grips with the apparent minutiae of these definitional 
questions was inherent to the broader exercise at hand.) The algorithm identifying the characteristics of 
ownership was applied to the 178,155 land parcels that underwent ownership change in the five 
                                                                                                                                                                      

for land titles in South Australia (the Department of Treasury and Finance) also possesses cognate cadastral-
based information assigning each agricultural land parcel to a specific ‘property’. At present, the possibility for 
‘mining’ this database remains latent. 
36 Methodologically, we identify sub-divisions in our database through the creation of new cadastre identifiers 
(CADIDs) that replace existing ones. 
37 Occasionally, a parcel is sold to a purchaser who already owns land in the LGA (signifying it is an aggregation) 
but the seller also maintains other parcels in the same LGA (signifying fragmentation). In these cases, the 
transaction is recorded as aggregation, on the basis that it is the expansion of an owner’s existing holdings 
which is the primary process at work. 
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eastern states over the period 2004/05 to 2007/08. Every one of these ‘change events’ was designated 
according to one of the three categories (aggregation, fragmentation or changeover) described above. 
Because this method was applied with rigorous consistency across the database, comparisons of rates 
of change year-on-year and LGA-to-LGA are reliably equivalent to one another. 

 

Figure 6. An illustration of aggregation 

 

Figure 7. An illustration of fragmentation ('downsizing') 

Notwithstanding this project’s seminal methodological contribution in terms of identifying and 
measuring aggregation and fragmentation, however, the results produced through the legal-literal 
approach bear some caution. On two counts, they might under-represent the extent of land aggregation, 
compared to calculations of this process through a direct-contact method. The first of these issues 
relates to the restrictive conceptualisation of common ownership under a legal-literal approach. The 
nature of this problem has already been discussed in this chapter, albeit in slightly different contexts. 
The issue is that single rural establishments often comprise amalgamations of land parcels titled under 
different names. (And sometimes, either the names of individuals or companies owned by those 
individuals.) It might be the case, therefore, that a farm family business operating on land owned 
through different names decides to set up a company to acquire new land. Because this company 
would be considered a new entrant to the LGA under the legal-literal approach, the algorithms in the 
database would not identify this as an aggregation, even though in a practical sense, this is what it is. 
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Figure 8. An illustration of fragmentation ('sub-division') 

 

Secondly, the calculations reported here might under-state the level of aggregation because of textual 
inconsistencies in land titles databases. From the perspective of this research project, a frustration with 
these existing databases in all states is that they do not always apply naming conventions consistently 
between different properties. Thus, “John Albert Smith” might own a set of parcels comprising one 
property, but when he buys an additional set of parcels, the agent managing this transaction (for 
example, his solicitor) might record the owner under a slight variant of his name–such as (for example) 
“J Smith”, “J. Smith” or “J.A. Smith”. The same potential problem exists for corporate owners. A 
company called Jones Pty Ltd owning a set of parcels comprising one property might make new land 
purchases which are recorded in land titles databases as either “Jones Pty Limited” or “Jones Pty Ltd.” 
This creates a potential problem for the research because such new purchases will not automatically be 
registered as an aggregation to an additional holding; from the perspective of a spreadsheet-based 
search function, “J. Smith” and “J Smith” are regarded as totally separate entities. Theoretically, this 
problem could be eliminated by executing a ‘find and replace’ function across the database to 
eliminate such minor differences. However, such an approach was deemed impractical because of the 
wide diversity of inconsistencies in naming conventions (which, in addition to the examples above, 
includes double-spacing in word breaks, commas, apostrophes, differences in punctuation [“Mr” 
versus “Mr.”] etc) across hundreds of thousands of entries. To ascertain the extent of this potential 
problem, a trial was undertaken of one, randomly chosen, LGA in NSW. Results generated through 
our algorithms were evaluated against those generated when apparent inconsistencies were excluded 
through a manual cross-check. This trial indicated that inconsistently reported names recorded in the 
land titles database had no impact on the overall measurement of rates of ownership change, but 
potentially understated by 1.5% the extent to which such change was reported as aggregation. These 
considerations impact upon the interpretation of data elsewhere in this project. 

Finally, it should be noted that particularities in the way Queensland’s land titles data base is 
structured meant that the methodology used for identifying and measuring aggregation and 
fragmentation could not be applied in that state. The problem in Queensland is that ownership 
structure and land sales transaction exists in two databases with the first not maintaining a historical 
profile. The first part of the analysis, that is ownership change, was estimated through modelling of the 
sales transaction database through a comparison of vendors and purchasers. The sales database 
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represents all transactions according to date therefore making it relatively simple to query transactions 
in a given year, and therefore calculate rates of ownership change. 

However, the issue becomes far more complex when it comes to seeking to match historical records of 
ownership, which is needed in order to estimate the incidence of fragmentation and aggregation. 
Overall ownership records exist in a property valuation database separate from the sales database and 
represents valuation, and therefore ownership structure, at extraction date, which was 30 June 2010.  
To estimate the type of ownership change requires establishing the ownership structure in the year 
prior to analysis.  So for example, to estimate the type of change during the 2004 calendar year, 
involves testing the vendors and purchasers against who owns what as of the 31 December 2003.  If a 
purchaser already owns other parcels of land within the same LGA as of the 31 December 2003, then 
they would be aggregating land holdings (see broader discussion on methodology).  Historical 
ownership is not maintained through the valuation database thus some kind of a retrospective 
reconstruction using sales information would be required to reveal who owned what at previous time 
periods. 

In theory this may be possible, but due to the complexity of property ownership and complexity of the 
database where required data exists across multiple interrelated tables, it was deemed that this exercise 
was not practically feasible. Combining these tables produced problems or questions that were not able 
to be resolved in a logical manner.  Property identification attributes are not unique to specific parcels 
and can be attached to multiple records and multiple lot and parcel identifiers.  There appeared to 
multiple property identification numbers pertaining to the same lot and parcel identifiers complicating 
identification of exactly who owned what at a particular time.  In addition, there is a date attribute 
attached to the valuation data, however this date appears not to be related any owner change per se, so 
querying the data based on any data range was also impossible.  The combination of these 
complexities made it impossible to retrospectively establish ownership structure for time specific 
periods in the past, thus making it not possible to identify and identify fragmentation and aggregation. 

The methodology used for Western Australia 
The discussion above has related to the five eastern states. As has been detailed, the common 
methodology for these states uses land parcels as the basic unit of analysis, because of the absence of 
reliable data at the more empirically convenient and useful level of properties and/or holdings. WA, 
however, compiles reliable, spatially referenced data at the property scale. Because of the availability 
of these data and their prospects for exploring an alternative methodological approach, it was decided 
to adopt a different data acquisition and analysis strategy for WA. 

These data derive from resource commitments within DAFWA to integrate spatial data policies with 
ongoing agricultural extension activities. The Department requires extension officers to collect 
spatially referenced property data in the everyday course of meeting with farmers on other matters. 
Extension officers collect information on how individual land parcels are accumulated into operational 
farming units, and input this into the Department’s Client-Property-Event (CPE) system. Clearly, this 
method is highly labour intensive–it relies on ongoing investments by the State Government to 
undertake one-on-one interactions with agricultural landholders. However, assuming that such 
activities would occur as a matter of course, the CPE has been able to generate a direct-contact 
methodology for the creation of spatially referenced property information, at marginal cost. These 
activities have been ongoing for almost a decade, meaning that DAFWA is now in possession of a 
longitudinal, spatially referenced data set on the operational entities that constitute the WA agricultural 
sector. 

There are three important implications arising from the use of this methodology, especially in terms of 
comparing the WA results to those from the other states. Firstly, because the unit of analysis is 
properties, not parcels, the only way of consistently measuring the rate of land ownership change is via 
the area of land. As discussed in an earlier section in this chapter, the preferable metric for this project 
is a composite index consisting of the average of the number of parcels changing hands and the area of 
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land changing hands. In WA, it is not possible to use this approach, and so all measurements are in 
terms of land area only. Secondly, DAFWA’s CPE system is focused on agriculture, and the core unit 
of analysis used in the CPE is the holding, not the parcel (though parcel-based data remains available 
within the data set). Consequently, the area-based calculations of ownership change in WA are subject 
to a slightly different logic of composition – based on the areas of individual holdings, not parcels. It is 
possible that this difference could result in some inconsistencies in the derivation of WA data 
compared to those from the Eastern States, however, these would be anticipated to be minor.38 Thirdly, 
use of the DAFWA data imposed restrictions on the comparison timeframes of the project. In the five 
eastern states, data acquisition was premised on a cut-off date of 31 December for each of the years 
from 2004 to 2008. Thus, the project obtained land ownership records as they were on 31 December 
for each of these years. However, use of these data implied that data timeframes were beholden to cut-
off dates supplied by DAFWA. Hence, the data acquired for WA was organised within a series of 
irregular cut-off dates: February 2002, October 2003, November 2004, April 2006, July 2007, July 
2008, and July 2009. For the purpose of incorporating WA within national estimates of calendar year 
change rates, these irregularly timed data sets have been manipulated so that monthly averages for 
each period are apportioned within calendar years. Thus, the year-on-year data presented in this report 
and the WA state report are statistical constructions based on monthly averages recalibrated to 
calendar years, and do not represent, per se, the actual figures for these corresponding time periods. 
This, however, is of relative minor concern for the wider ambitions of this project, as year-on-year 
comparisons from the data are used for illustrative purposes rather than being the basis for statistically 
relevant conclusions of a major nature. 

Conclusion 
This project provides an original empirical contribution to the issue of measuring and assessing rural 
land ownership change in Australia between 2004 and 2008. One aspect arising from the originality of 
this work was the need to devise an appropriate methodology that enabled for the manipulation of very 
large and complicated data sets but was sufficiently flexible to incorporate the conceptual logic that 
underpinned the project. This chapter has reviewed the underlying issues and technical challenges 
associated with generating such a method.  

The methods that were employed to investigate rural land ownership change in the present study, and 
the general outputs resulting from those methods, are summarised in Table 10. It is important to note 
that although the methodological steps are presented in this table in a linear fashion, the resulting 
process was highly iterative with numerous feedback loops embedded within the system. Despite the 
considerable practical difficulties that resulted from the need to manipulate large and complex land 
parcel data sets, this project was able to use these methods to construct a series of spatially referenced 
data sets on land ownership change, aggregation and fragmentation in rural Australia. An analysis of 
the output from these data sets is presented in Chapter 4.  

                                                      

38 Differences might result from where a husband and wife (say) own separate parcels but run them as a single 
holding. In the case where the parcel legally registered under the wife’s name is changed to the husband’s 
name, this could be recorded as an ownership change in the Eastern States (depending on the particular 
circumstances) but would not be recorded as such in WA. However, in the rural property sector, as earlier 
discussed, it is rare for such events to occur except when there is a substantive change in the operating or 
ownership characteristics of the land, because they incur a legal cost which  has little tangible economic 
benefit. Thus our confidence that the WA data, though derived through a different methodology, will be 
consistent with those from the Eastern States. 
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Table 12. Summary of the methods employed to assess rural land ownership change in 
Australia 

1. Data Acquisition 

 1.a Obtain land ownership data from the relevant data custodians in each of the six Australian 
states (Note: the mainland territories were not included in the brief for this project) 

 1.b Determine the geographical scope of the project by defining what constitutes ‘rural land’ 

  State capital LGAs: excluded 

  Peri-urban LGAs: included/excluded on a case-by-case basis 

  LGAs dominated by residential/industrial uses: included/excluded on a case-by-case basis 

  NSW Coastal LGAs: excluded 

  LGAs in large ‘outback’ areas: included/excluded on a case-by-case basis 

  Resultant Output  378 LGAs comprised of several million land parcels 

 1.c Define temporal scope of project    

  Years included: 2004-2008 (based on availability of consistent data across the six states) 

  Resultant Output  5 years of data used to assess four periods of change 
(2004-2005; 2005-2006; 2006-2007; 2007-2008) 

2. Data Manipulation 

Qld, NSW, Vic, Tas, SA (271 LGAs) 

 2.a Further refine definition of rural land by removing non-state capital settlements and small 
special purpose land parcels  

  Land parcels <4 ha: excluded 

  Resultant Output  an average of just over 1 million land parcels across 
the 271 LGAs 

 2.b Merge complex data sets to create single line entries for each land parcel 

 2.c Define what constitutes land ownership change 

  Decision: ownership change occurs when more than 50% of the names on a land parcel 
change from one year to the next 

 2.d Join spreadsheet land parcels database to cadastral shape files  

  Resultant Output  spatially referenced database 

 2.e Calculate rates of ownership change for each of the four periods 

  Decision: assess rates of change using a composite index that incorporates both the 
number and area of land changing hands 

  Resultant Output  expressed as a ‘churn rate’ for a specified 
geographical area  

 2.f Use a legal-literal approach to calculate rates of aggregation/fragmentation/changeover for 
holdings within each LGA 

WA (107 LGAs) 

 2.g Join spreadsheet property database to cadastral shape files  

  Resultant Output  spatially referenced database 

 2.h Calculate rates of ownership change for each of the four periods 

  Decision: assess rates of change based on the area of land changing hands 

  Resultant Output  expressed as a ‘churn rate’ for a specified 
geographical area 

 2.i Use a legal-literal approach to calculate rates of aggregation/fragmentation/changeover for 
holdings within each LGA 



 

70 
 

Chapter 4: Results 
Introduction 
The data generated through this project provide a national land parcel data frame that enables 
consideration of a wide array of questions about the socio-economic fabric of rural Australia. To 
paraphrase the observation made by Warren Moran (1997: 3) at the outset of Chapter Two, by 
documenting changes in the size and ownership of rural land parcels, the nation’s rural history is 
revealed in new light. As noted earlier in this report, this informational perspective has never before 
been compiled in a systematic form. 

In this chapter, key insights from this effort are presented. This is undertaken through a sequential 
framework which begins by addressing the core, ‘headline’ results from the data, and then moves on to 
examine the application of the land parcels data base for the pursuit of a more targeted set of research 
problems (‘detailed applications’). In the course of this progression, the reporting of data shifts from 
the national scale to snapshot analysis. As the focus of the chapter delves more deeply into the ways 
that the land parcels data set can address highly specific research problems, the analytical task 
becomes more intricate, and hence, more difficult to explore from a national scale. This is the case 
because the existing land parcel data bases obtained from custodian agencies need complex 
manipulation, or that the information from these databases needs to be linked with cognate spatial 
statistics sourced from other data sets. The overall organisation of the chapter is outlined in Table 13. 
This table sets out the three headline results emanating from the project, plus the project’s contribution 
to addressing a further two detailed applications. This distinction between headline and detailed 
outputs reflects the overall intent of this project, which is both to generate a land parcel data set that 
enables foundational estimates of rural land ownership change (the headline results) and opens up new 
vistas for ongoing research (the detailed applications). The recommendations section which follows 
this chapter synthesises these outputs into an agenda for further research. 

Table 13. Summary of research problems investigated by the study 

Headline results Practical research questions and methodology undertaken 

Incidence of rural land 
ownership change (the 
national ‘churn rate’) 

What is the annual rate of rural land ownership churn, and what factors 
influence year-on-year fluctuations? 

Spatial pattern of rural land 
ownership churn rates 

Is there a visual spatial pattern of rural land ownership churn when data 
is presented at the LGA scale? 

Incidence and spatial 
patterning of aggregation and 
fragmentation 

How do average measured rates of rural land aggregation and 
fragmentation vary among LGAs, and (i) is there a spatial pattern to this; 
and (ii) what factors would appear to shape these results? 

Detailed applications Practical research questions 

Land ownership change and 
land use  

Is there an association between average rates of rural land ownership 
churn at the LGA scale, and the dominant agricultural activities in each 
LGA?. Is the incidence of rural land ownership churn and the nature of 
that churn (aggregation, fragmentation and changeover) associated with 
the agricultural activities practiced on that land? 

Property size, aggregation 
strategies, corporate 
ownership and succession 

Is there an association between the incidence of rural land ownership 
churn and property size? How can land titles databases be used to track 
the progressive consolidation of farm sizes? Can land title databases be 
used to provide geo-referenced monitoring of corporate ownership of 
rural land? What insights are provided into farm succession from land 
titles databases? 
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Headline result 1: How much rural land changes hands each year? 
Over the four-year period from 2004 to 2008, approximately 46.3 million hectares underwent a change 
in ownership across the 339 rural LGAs that broadly encapsulate the Australian ecumene.39 This 
equates to approximately 16.8% of these LGAs’ total area. In other words, slightly less than one-fifth 
of all rural land in Australia changed hands in the space of four years.40 

At a national level, there was relatively slight variation of this rate (‘the churn rate’) during the four 
years under consideration.41 For the first three of these years (2004-05, 2005-06 and 2006-07) the 
national churn rate remained within a narrow band, between 4.53% and 4.28% of all measured land. 
As illustrated in Figure 9, the relative stability in the national rate during these three years was largely 
the result of increased rates of ownership change in NSW and Tasmania being offset by greater 
stability in ownership in WA. In 2007-08, the national rate fell to 3.69%, largely on account of a 
continued slowing in WA, and a significant reduction in the rate of change in Queensland.  

 

 

Figure 9. Incidence of rural land ownership change, by state, 2004-08 

The absence of any comparable historical national estimates to the data presented in Figure 9 restricts 
detailed consideration of the significance of these findings. The data provide baseline estimates only, 
which can be extended upon in any future research in this area. Nevertheless, existing research and 

                                                      

39 As discussed in the previous chapter, this includes all rural LGAs in Victoria, non-coastal rural LGAs in NSW, all 
rural LGAs in Queensland excepting (generally small-sized) Aboriginal councils, south-east SA, all rural Tasmania 
except the (National Park dominated) southwest, and the Southwest and Wheatbelt region of WA.    
40 Some parcels changed ownership more than once in this period, hence the need for caution about describing 
this rate of change in terms of an exact figure. 
41 The following discussion assesses rural land ownership change in terms of the area of land changing hands. 
This is because a parcel-based calculation of rates was not possible for WA, because of the different 
methodology followed in that State (see Chapter Three).  
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commentary in this area points to a number of factors that may help explain the temporal patterns 
presented in Figure 9. 

First and foremost is the link between the rural land market and cyclical conditions in agriculture. The 
ambit of this project covers all rural land, and not just that dedicated to agriculture. However, as 
discussed in Chapter One, agriculture remains the most significant form of land use in rural Australia, 
and this importance is magnified in the ecumene – the area represented by the data in this report.  The 
limited research and evidence on the cyclical links between rural land markets and agricultural 
conditions suggests a complex set of relationships. According to Mendham (2010: 16), studies during 
the 1970s in the heartland agricultural districts of Mudgee (NSW) and Kojonup and Wagin (WA) 
found that in periods of agricultural downturn, rural land markets also dry up. As she suggests, during 
these times “farmers couldn’t sell even if they wanted to as there were no buyers in the market” 
(Mendham, 2010: 17). This finding tends to confound the view, often portrayed in urban-based media 
accounts, of agricultural downturns being a time of high land turnover due to farmer exit.  The more 
prosaic reality is that agricultural downturns are associated with reduced net incomes to farmers which, 
while translating into falling property prices, do not necessarily lead to increased farm sales. This 
corresponds to a general understanding of farmers as cash-poor but asset-rich. Unless faced with dire 
conditions that preclude no other option, the rational course of action for farmers tends to involve 
‘hanging on’ during downturns with the view of potentially capitalising their land assets during 
cyclical upswings. Thus, the return of more buoyant conditions in the agricultural economy (either 
through the breaking of a drought or an exogenous rise in commodity prices) tends to herald greater 
activity in the rural land market. Barr (2000; 2004: 26) contends that this combination of farmers 
racking up high levels of debt during periods of downturn (especially droughts) and higher property 
prices produces oftentimes irresistible incentives for farmers to sell their farms and exit agriculture. 

Clearly, these cyclical tendencies have strong geographical expressions. Not all agricultural activities 
swing to the same cycle; and not all are equally vulnerable climatic variations such as drought. In a 
nation as large as Australia, it is often the case that one part of the country may be in drought, whilst 
another faces flood. Indeed, referring to Figure 9, a striking feature of the national data is the different 
trajectory of change in WA compared to the other states. Whilst it is impossible to determine (without 
additional information) how this difference is related to agricultural cycles, it is certainly the case that 
during the time period under question the Western and Eastern parts of the continent faced very 
different climatic scenarios. 

During the current period of agricultural restructuring in Australia, it is feasible to expect an overall 
exacerbation this ‘upswing effect’. As discussed in Chapter One, the dominant mode of farm 
restructuring from the 1960s to the 1990s involved processes akin to ‘neighbour acquisition’.  These 
logics still remain powerful across rural Australia, but have been augmented by the entry of new, 
capital-rich entrants to the rural land market. The upswing in agricultural commodity prices during the 
past decade is being seen by a number of investors as the beginning of an extended trend, and as such, 
productive rural land is being financialised as a long-term asset class. This additional demand has 
worked its way into higher rural property prices.  During the period covered by this study (2004-08), 
rural land values rose sharply (Eves and Painter, 2007; Eves, 2010). ABARES has reported for the 
broadacre sector, capital appreciation from rising farm land values was a major contributor to 
increased returns to farmers, until 2008, at least (ABARES, 2011: 8). Verification of the strength of 
the upswing effect awaits the analysis of data over a longer time period. 

A second key factor relates to the intersection of rural property markets with other economic sectors. 
As discussed in Chapter One, rural land is put to an increasingly diverse set of uses in contemporary 
Australia. These processes expand the range of social and economic dynamics which impinge on the 
rural land market. They are apparent most readily, of course, in rural areas subject to high amenity 
valuations. In these environments, patterns and trends in the rural land market can be substantially 
decoupled from agricultural cycles, and instead, take their inspiration from trends in the wider 
economy. In the contemporary Australian economy, capital flows in an increasingly seamless fashion 
between markets of all kinds (equities, property, securities, currency) and, as a result, market cycles 
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have become synchronised with one another in accordance with investment-based logics relating to 
risk-adjusted arbitrage. For the discussion at hand, the practical implication of this is to forge new 
articulations between rural property markets and urban capital. As the rural property company Elders 
Ltd (2008: 2) has observed, rural property is “always a preferred vehicle for the city chequebooks 
when the share market comes off the boil.”  

Articulations between rural property markets and urban capital can take two fundamental forms. 
Firstly, there is an investment ‘parking’ effect, as wealth created in urban centres seeks out rural 
property as for reasons of financial advantage. These processes can take numerous forms, including 
the corporate farming model of investment banks such as Macquarie Agriculture (discussed in Chapter 
One), the plethora of tax-effective rural investment schemes (such as Timbercorp) which proliferated 
across the country until approximately 2008, and various permutations of the ‘Collins St’ or ‘Pitt St’ 
farmer syndrome that have been part of the rural landscape for decades. Secondly, rural property 
markets can be linked to urban capital through demography and lifestyle effects. Buoyant urban 
property and equity conditions generate wealth that individuals can recycle into rural property as part 
of lifestyle strategies. This is starkly apparent in rural areas proximate to Sydney and Melbourne, 
where market conditions in the rural-lifestyle market are shaped strongly by economic conditions in 
the cities. Research by Barr, discussed in Chapter One, examines how the expansion of the ‘amenity 
premium’ in Victorian rural land markets has influenced broader trends in the rural economy.  

Thirdly, the churn rate in the rural land sector is strongly impacted by exogenous factors related to 
such things as government interventions in rural land market, and alternative use values for rural land. 
With regards to the former, as discussed in Chapter One, Australia’s recent past has been characterised 
by decisions by Governments to expand Australia’s network of National Parks and conservation areas, 
shifts in the legal and policy regimes relating to Indigenous people and their traditional lands, and the 
broad process of water reform, which has involved the acquisition of rural land in the name of buying 
back water entitlements. In terms of alternative use values for rural land, a key recent development has 
involved increased competition between agriculture and mining. Again, this issue has already been 
flagged in Chapter One, and for the purposes of data analysis, much recent controversy around this 
issue post-dates the period under consideration in this report. Nevertheless, these factors can exert 
considerable weight when it comes to shaping rates of rural land ownership change. Thus, for 
example, in 2005-06 the NSW LGA of Wakool experienced fully 18% of its land changing hands, due 
overwhelmingly to a single transaction – the creation of Yanga National Park. Comparably, though 
outside the time period covered by this study, in 2009-10, a single coal mining company acquired 43 
farm properties in Liverpool Plains LGA in NSW (Bita, 2011).  

These issues inform the interpretation of Figure 9. The national and state-wide trends in this graph 
represent a collision of three diverse and complex processes in the rural land sector: the combination 
of ‘what is happening’ in agriculture, the articulation of the rural property market with other parts of 
the economy, and the effects of exogenous interventions in rural property markets. Evidently, the 
strength of each of these factors differs from year to year, and state to state. Comprehensive modelling 
of the relative weights of these various forces awaits a long-term data set; it would be premature to 
draw conclusions on the basis of just four years. Nevertheless, some preliminary unpacking of the 
quantitative effects of these forces is possible: 

1. The role of the agricultural cycle. Consistent with the discussion above, it can be asserted that 
the underlying conditions in the agricultural sector would be correlated positively with land 
ownership churn rates, however with a slight time lag reflective of the ‘upswing effect’. Figure 
10 illustrates annual percentage change in Agriculture, Forestry and Fisheries42 for each of the 
states, from 2003-04 (the year prior to the first set of data reported in this project) to 2006-07. 

                                                      

42 The ABS does not publish individual estimates for Agriculture in State-based National Accounts series, 
however the ‘Agriculture, Forestry and Fisheries’ sector is dominated by agriculture, so is a good proxy. 
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The graph shows clearly that this period was characterised by a sustained downturn in the 
sector in all states, but sharpest in WA, and weakest in Tasmania. Reading these trends in light 
of Figure 9 gives indicative support to the contention of a positive, but lagged, association 
between conditions in agriculture and rural land ownership churn. As noted earlier, the basic 
trend in Figure 9 is overall stability in the rate of rural land ownership churn from 2004-05 to 
2006-07, prior to a substantial decline in 2007-08. This is broadly consistent with the trends 
apparent in Figure 10, with a one gap of one year. The data in Figure 10 illustrate a slowing 
rate of agricultural growth during the years 2003-04 to 2005-06, before a significant decline 
for all states (except Tasmania) in 2006-07. This gives indicative weight to the suggestion that 
a decline in agricultural fortunes in 2006-07 was reflected in a substantial fall in rural land 
ownership churn the following year (2007-08). Western Australia provides the strongest 
evidence of these relationships. In Figure 9, a very high rate of rural land ownership change in 
2004-05 can be associated with the dramatic growth of the state’s gross value of agricultural 
production (76%) the previous year, 2003-04. By 2007-08, rural land ownership churn in WA 
had flat-lined, which is consistent with the data presented in Figure 9, indicating a large annual 
downturn in the sector. 

• The role of urban capital and exogenous factors in the rural land sector. Further apparent from 
comparative analysis of Figure 9 and Figure 10 is the relative decoupling of rural land 
transactions from the agricultural cycle. It is evident that the trends visible in Figure 9 have 
relatively weakest indicative correlations in the states of NSW and Victoria – precisely the 
same states where the effects of urban lifestyle and amenity effects would be expected to be 
strongest. Rural land ownership churn remained relatively stable in both states, 
notwithstanding the fact that their levels of agricultural gross production fell significantly. 
This seems to point to a comparatively larger non-agricultural effect in the rural land markets 
in both states. This insight would seem to be intuitive consistent with the fact that these states 
are the homes to Australia’s two largest cities, and both in NSW and Victoria, rural areas 
within the ‘weekend driving shadow’43 of Sydney and Melbourne have high amenity 
premiums. Additionally, in both these states there have been significant exogenous 
interventions by governments in the rural land market over this period, associated with the 
gazetting of National Parks and conservation areas, at times associated with water reform 
agendas in the Murray-Darling. Figure 10 gives preliminary analytical support to the premise 
that rural land dynamics in these states are comparatively more decoupled from the 
agricultural cycle than in other states.  

In conclusion, the data portrayed in Figure 9 raise an intriguing set of questions about the causal 
factors driving year-on-year fluctuations in rural land ownership churn. The argument here is that the 
overall churn rate represents the combined effects of agricultural cycles, urban capital and exogenous 
events. Importantly, these processes seem to act in counter-cyclical ways to one another. The same 
conditions which encourage low rates of land ownership churn in agriculture can serve to encourage 
other actors into this market. This is a logical, resultant effect from the increasing diversity of rural 
land use and occupance discussed in Chapter One. It can be hypothesised that the increasing 
complexity in the ways that rural land is connected to agricultural and non-agricultural economies 
draws in a wider collection of participants in the rural land sector, and the diverse interactions of 
participants in a deeper rural land market works towards greater overall year-on-year stability. Further 
research which extends this analysis into future years is required to assert this point conclusively. 

                                                      

43 Defined crudely as places within a 2-3 hour drive from these cities. 
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However, the preliminary conclusion from these data is that there is relative stability in the rate of 
ownership change for rural land in Australia. 

 

Figure 10. Annual percentage change in gross value added, Agriculture Forestry and Fisheries, 
2003-04 to 2006-07 

Source: ABS (2008b), Table 28. 

Headline result 2: What are the spatial characteristics of rural land 
ownership churn? 
The discussion in the previous section addressed temporal dimensions of rural land ownership churn – 
the reasons for year-on-year fluctuations in rates of change. Attention turns now to the spatial 
dimensions of these processes. Because this project provides geo-referenced information for each and 
every of the million or so land parcels within the 339 rural LGAs covered by the research, a key 
contribution here is the ability to produce individual parcel and choropleth maps which provide visual 
representations of these processes. In this chapter and (especially) in the State reports which 
accompany this National Report, an extensive series of maps is provided to facilitate interpretation of 
the data produced by this project. 

For the purposes of discussion in this section of the report, attention is focused at the LGA scale. As 
outlined in Chapter Three, Australian Government statistical and rural agencies use the LGA as the 
basic spatial unit of analysis with regards to the identification and measurement of rural land 
ownership categories; the ‘rural holding’, thus, is the accumulation of land owned by a single entity 
within a single LGA. Categories and measurements used in this project remains consistent and faithful 
to this spatial framework. 

Analysis of over one million land parcels per year for the 339 LGAs covered by this study is 
summarised in the four maps constituting Figure 11, Figure 12, Figure 13 and Figure 14. Cursory 
observation of these maps underscores these processes’ geographical complexity. The maps show 
LGAs fluctuating considerably from year to year, and individual LGAs sometimes displaying 
tendencies which seem to be quite at odds with their neighbours. Interpreted in its broadest sense, the 
intricate mosaic that is shown in these maps would appear to underline the impossibility of 
constructing a simple explanatory narrative to accounts for the geography of rural land ownership 
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churn across Australia. This observation, of course, reinforces arguments throughout this report on the 
complexity of rural land use and occupance. 

At the same time, however, interpretation of these four Figures needs to be peppered with a cautionary 
observation about scale. This is the prism through which patterns of spatial organisation come to light. 
While there are sound definitional reasons (as noted above) to analyse the spatial distribution of rural 
land ownership churn in the scalar terms of LGA-based annual averages, it needs to be recognised 
equally that the driving processes which shape these processes may not bear strong coincidence with 
this geographical scale. In the context of the present project, the ownership characteristics of 
individual land parcels can be classified and interpreted by way of various overlapping scalar 
hierarchies,44 and there is no a priori reason to suggest that the geographical size and boundary 
conditions associated with LGAs necessarily represent the optimal way to portray these data. It could 
be the case, for example, that a particular form of agricultural land use is associated with higher rates 
of land ownership churn, but these activities are expressed unevenly across a number of LGAs across a 
broad region. In such an eventuality, it is the land use characteristics of individual parcels, rather than 
LGA averages, which provide the more insightful explanation of change. Thus, the general point here 
is that decisions about how to use any scale for analytic purposes shape the parameters of 
interpretation and the nature of conclusions reached. 

These qualifications made, it is possible nevertheless to glean two broad trends from the maps. 

1. Relative stability in the cropping belt. The cropping belt in eastern Australia comprises an area 
that extends westward from the Great Divide Range into the arid rangelands, from central 
Queensland in the north, southwards through NSW, and across northern Victoria into the 
semi-arid region of South Australia. In WA, it extends eastwards and northwards from Perth. 
For the four years covered by this study, there were very few LGAs in this large area that 
exhibited rates of rural land ownership churn of 6% or greater.  

2. Volatile, but often high, rates of change in remote areas. A cursory viewing of the four maps 
reveals that many of the more remote LGAs covered by the study are shaded deep orange and 
red, indicating relatively high rates of annual churn (defined here in excess of 6%). This is 
most apparent in Western NSW (with the notable single exception of ‘Unincorporated Far 
West’ in 2004-05). But at the same time, considerable portions of Western Queensland, the 
Eyre Peninsula in SA, and the eastern portion of the WA wheatbelt covered by this project 
display relative low rates of churn for most years. In these areas, high volatility between years 
seems the norm. This is seen most visibly in the four LGAs abutting the south-west corner of 
Queensland (Bulloo, Diamantina, Barcoo and Quilpie Shires) which fluctuate widely from 
year to year and display no clear common logic. The erratic results in these outback Shires 
probably says more about their thinness of local property markets, in which the prevalence or 
absence of one or two large transactions each year dominates annual trends. It is noteworthy 
that many of these same areas have also been identified in a previous RIRDC Report 
(ABARE, 2007: 22) as having high levels of vulnerability to agricultural adjustment. This 
would seem to suggest that when conditions are less than favourable, there is a relatively high 
incidence of land ownership change. 

  

                                                      

44 This includes various politico-administrative scales (the State, LGA, and gazetted land planning zone, etc) or 
land use occupance scales (from extensive agri-climatic zones such as the rangelands, to finely-grained scales 
such as peri-urban horticulture). 
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Figure 11. Australian rural land ownership change (area of land), 2004-05 

 

Figure 12. Australian rural land ownership change (area of land), 2005-06 
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Figure 13. Australian rural land ownership change (area of land), 2006-07 

 

Figure 14. Australian rural land ownership change (area of land), 2007-08 



 

79 
 

Headline result 3: What is the rate of rural land aggregation and 
fragmentation, and where is this occurring? 
A novel contribution of this project is the ability to classify every rural land transaction in terms of 
whether it is associated with an aggregation or fragmentation in local patterns of land ownership. The 
complex algorithm used to derive these estimates is discussed at length in Chapter Three. To reiterate 
the definitional key point from that Chapter, aggregation occurs when there is a change in parcel 
ownership and the new owner is already an existing rural land owner in the LGA. It implies that the 
size of the buyer’s holding increases from one year to the next. Fragmentation occurs when a land 
parcel is sold to a buyer with no prior ownership of land in the same LGA, and the original owner still 
retains ownership of other land within the LGA. This can happen via downsizing (where a landowner 
reduces the size of her/his holding by selling off one or more parcels but (importantly) retaining some 
land, or sub-division (where a landowner does not simply sell off an existing parcel, but applies 
through the relevant land titling authorities for a change in parcel boundaries that converts one parcel 
into two or more. Land ownership changes which do not fall into either of these categories are 
classified as ‘changeovers’; instances where an entire holding is transferred to a third party with no 
pre-existing land assets in the same LGA. 

This discussion provides estimations of aggregation and fragmentation in four of the six States. 
Estimations were not possible for LGAs in Queensland because of particularities in the way that the 
state’s land title database was formatted, as discussed in Chapter Three. In the case of Western 
Australia, the database used for this study does provide the potential for calculations of aggregation 
and fragmentation, but it was determined not to undertake this task because of the peculiarities in the 
cut-off dates for which data was provided (as also discussed in Chapter Three). To ensure the WA 
estimates of aggregation and fragmentation remained comparable to the other states, extensive further 
manipulation would have been necessary, and it was felt that this could have impaired data quality. 
Hence, this section of the report focuses on the four south-eastern states of NSW, Victoria, South 
Australia and Tasmania. 

Within the 215 rural LGAs examined by the project in these four states, a total of 19.7 million hectares 
changed hands over the combined period 2004-08. Of this total amount: 

• 29.65% (equivalent to 5.8 million hectares) was estimated to involve existing land owners 
increasing the sizes of their holdings (aggregation); 

• 18.77% (equivalent to 3.7 million hectares) involved existing land owners reducing the size of 
their holdings (fragmentation), and 

• the remaining 51.57% (equivalent to 10.2 million hectares) simply involved a change in 
ownership arrangements with no observable implications for the sizes of existing holdings.  

Consideration of definitional issues is vital when interpreting the significance of these data. It needs 
remembering that the concepts of aggregation and fragmentation are framed within the boundaries of 
single LGAs. Thus, high relative incidences of aggregation reflect strongly localised dynamics of rural 
restructuring – the concept of ‘neighbour-by-neighbour’ acquisition referred to by Barr (2010), 
discussed already in Chapter One. In a general sense, locals tend to comprise relatively high 
proportions of buyers when three preconditions are met. Firstly, existing landowners have strong 
motivations to increase the size of their holdings, because of potential advantages from economies of 
scale. Secondly, existing land owners are in a sufficiently robust financial position to invest in the 
purchase of land. And thirdly, specific characteristics about land occupance favour locals over 
newcomers (for instance, the importance of tacit knowledge about ‘how to farm’ in a particular 
district). 

But, at the same time, the geographical dimensions of what it means to be a ‘local’ farmer are 
changing rapidly. As noted in Chapter Three, anecdotal evidence suggests that a major plank of 
contemporary geographical diversification among large agricultural landowners is the acquisition of 
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properties in different agri-climatic zones, in order to defray environmental and weather-related risks. 
Frequently, these acquisitions are in different LGAs. Such transactions (under the conceptual 
frameworks of the ABS, replicated here) do not classify such acquisitions as aggregations.45 This 
consideration has considerable weight in the interpretation of maps that follow. As discussed in 
Chapter One, there has been an increase in the overall level of business’ or ‘professional’ orientation 
amongst farmers over time and, notably, this has involved higher levels of capitalisation funded by 
greater usage of debt. Between 2001 and 2007, the debt servicing ratio (proportion of farm cash 
income needed to pay interest and principal) doubled within the Australian farm sector. In NSW, farm 
debt levels were the equivalent of 15.2% of capital (Australian Bureau of Agricultural and Resource 
Economics, 2009, p. 17). Moreover, of particular significance to this study, the major purpose to 
which this debt has been employed has been the purchase of land (Australian Bureau of Agricultural 
and Resource Economics, 2009: p 21). Existing land owners have sought additional land to exploit the 
evident commercial advantages to farmers from larger sized operations. The extent to which these 
trends are reflected in within-LGA versus cross-LGA acquisitions is not readily apparent, either from 
the analysis of data collected in this present project, or from other sources. 

Focusing on the data at hand, among the four states, Victoria and South Australia displayed a higher 
incidence of aggregations as a proportion of total land transactions compared to NSW and Tasmania 
(Figure 15). In Victoria over this four year period, fully 45.6% of rural land ownership change was 
classified as involving aggregations. In South Australia, it was 44.7%. The incidence of fragmentation 
was much more consistent among the four states, varying within a narrow band between 17.7% (South 
Australia) and 19.9% (Tasmania). 

 

Figure 15. Relative incidence of aggregation, fragmentation and changeover, NSW, Victoria, SA 
and Tasmania, total land transactions, 2004-08 

The State-by-State differences displayed in Figure 15 reflect strongly geographical patterns evident at 
the more localised scales. This is apparent in the two maps, Figure 16 and Figure 17.46 The first of 
                                                      

45 Unless, of course, the owner already has land in that same LGA. 
46 Data in these maps are not directly comparable to the aggregation and fragmentation data in the tables in 
the State Reports which accompany this National Report. This is because in the State Reports, these data are 
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these maps shows the incidence of aggregation at the LGA scale (the percentage of parcels undergoing 
ownership changes that can be attributed to aggregation). The second map illustrates this indicator 
with respect to fragmentation. Interpreted in tandem, the two maps make a compelling case about the 
connections between processes of aggregation and fragmentation on the one hand, and presumed land 
use functions on the other. Key insights from the maps are: 

• The red areas in Figure 16 would appear to tell an important story of the contemporary nature 
of rural land ownership change in Australia. These areas represent LGAs where aggregations 
represent a high proportion of total land ownership changes (at least 40% of changes). 
Geographically, they consist of a band of LGAs stretching north-south through NSW, into 
Western Victoria and then into South Australia. Cursory interpretation of these patterns 
suggests a strong connection with the underlying agricultural land use base of these LGAs. A 
significant proportion of these LGAs are associated with low the rainfall mixed farming 
heartland of inland Australia. This association is revealed to greatest in NSW. The ‘red areas’ 
of Figure 16 represent an apparent north-south continuum (from the north-western cropping 
belt [Moree Plains, Walgett, Warren, Coonamble and Gilgandra Shires] to Parkes and Forbes 
in the Central West, and then a cluster of LGAs [Narrandera, Coolamon, Temora and 
Lockhart] in the south). Notably, LGAs further west (into the lower rainfall and grazing belts) 
display substantially lower incidences of aggregations; as do LGAs along the Great Dividing 
Range. The extension of this spatial pattern into Western Victoria and South Australia would 
seem to speak to the ongoing association with these underlying processes. The ‘red area’ 
extends into the Wimmera, eastern South Australia and the Yorke and Eyre Peninsulas, where 
low rainfall mixed farming also predominate. 

• An additional apparent association between aggregations and agricultural land use is reflected 
in the ‘red area’ coverage of (i) the South Australian Riverland and irrigated areas in the 
Murray, Goulburn and Campaspe catchments of northern Victoria, (ii) key wine districts 
(Clare, Barossa and Coonawarra) in South Australia, and (iii) the high rainfall dairy country 
along the coastal belt of Western Victoria. Evidently, the three ‘red area’ clusters associated 
with these different agricultural contexts reflects varying underlying processes. Yet, at the 
same time, there would appear elements of comparability in these regions despite their 
different natures. In all cases (irrigated agriculture, dairying and wine grapes cultivation), the 
past decade has been a period of significant restructuring and change. Figure 16 suggests that 
these processes of change may have been connected to strong processes of land ownership 
aggregation, as exiting agricultural land owners have had their properties purchased by locals 
interested in expanding their holdings. In the case of Victorian irrigated agriculture, 
government policy issues would seem to have played a key role. It is notable that LGAs on the 
NSW side of the Murray River tend to display lower incidences than their Victorian 
counterparts, indicating state-centric variations in the dynamics of land ownership change. 

• Northern and eastern Tasmania also shows up as a ‘red area’. This outcome, however, would 
seem the product of diverse processes of rural landscape change attached to the interface 
between agriculture, forestry and nature conservation. Detailed inspection of these data 
suggest that government agencies holding title to land used in connection to forestry and 
conservation have played key roles in driving rates of aggregation. (That is, the aggregators 
have been government agencies.) This broad explanation also accounts for the outlier ‘red 

                                                                                                                                                                      

presented in average annual percentage terms, whereas in these maps they are presented as accumulations 
over the four time periods. 
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areas’ in NSW (Snowy River, Gloucester and Walcha) where land title changes associated 
with forestry and conservation have driven processes of aggregation. 

• At the other extreme, most LGAs close to the state capitals of Sydney, Melbourne and 
Adelaide exhibit relatively low incidences of aggregation (the only exceptions being 
Moorabool and Hepburn, west of Melbourne). The fact that very few of these same LGAs 
exhibit relatively rates of fragmentation (Figure 17)47 points to the fact that these peri-urban 
have a high incidence of ‘changeovers’; namely, transfers in land titles involving newcomers 
to the LGA. 

• The map of fragmentations (Figure 17) is not as visually striking as that for aggregations, but 
displays a notable cluster of LGAs in the SA Riverland (Renmark-Paringa and Berri-Barmera) 
and across the border into NSW (Wentworth Shire) with a relatively high incidence of 
fragmentations. Whilst it might be anticipated that this may be the result of subdivisions of 
riverside properties, closer inspection of these data (see the State reports for elaboration) 
reveals that the transfer of title from non-riverside parcels was the major contributor to this 
outcome.48 

The data on rural land aggregation and fragmentation presented in this chapter have no precise 
precedent in previous Australian research on rural restructuring. The closest parallel they have lies 
in the concepts of ‘churning’, ‘tightly held’, ‘fragmenting’ and ‘consolidating’ regions developed 
by Barr (2004) and discussed in Chapter One (see Table 4, Table 5). Evidently, Barr’s model and 
the present project bear strong commonalities in terms of philosophical orientation, aspirations and 
nomenclature. However, it needs remembering that Barr’s framework was built on the deployment 
of quite different data. He developed his framework for specifying regions as ‘churning’, 
fragmenting’ etc on comparative assessment of the CPH and AAC – not land titles data. Barr’s 
model relates fundamentally to the relative incidence at which individuals (at a regional scale) 
were entering or exiting farming. Whilst these data would seem to provide obvious points of 
overlap with the current project, it is equally relevant to note that they also embody key 
differences. Firstly, farmer entry and exit may not always coincide with changes in land ownership 
(for example, in cases of farm succession, a young farmer may enter farming in conjunction with 
his/her ageing parents, however without any changes to land titling arrangements). Secondly, 
changes in farming-related ownership of land may not always coincide with changes in the number 
of farmers (for example, one farmer may buy a paddock off her/his neighbour, but both remain in 
farming). And thirdly (and most importantly), Barr’s research seeks to provide a model of farm 
adjustment, whereas the present project considers all (farm and non-farm) uses of rural land. 
Nevertheless, because Barr’s (2004) research provides the most important precedent in terms of 
seeking to identify regional trends in rural churn, aggregation and fragmentation, it is valuable to 
briefly contrast his key findings with the present project. This is undertaken in Table 14. 

  

                                                      

47 Exceptions being Melton [Victoria], Wollondilly [NSW] and Mallala [SA]. 
48 The other notable ‘red area’ in Figure 17 on the Murray River is Wakool Shire, east from Wentworth. It’s 
designation as having a high incidence of fragmentation, however, is largely the result of the creation of Yenda 
National Park. This was classified is a fragmentation in land ownership, as the original land owner (who sold the 
land to the NSW National Parks Service) continued to hold some land in the Shire – hence, the land owner’s 
holding was ‘fragmented’. (Had the NSW National Parks Service previously owned land in the Shire, it would 
have been defined as an aggregation.) 
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Figure 16. Aggregations as a percentage of total area of land changing hands, 2004-08 

 

Figure 17. Fragmentations as a percentage of total area of land changing hands, 2004-08 
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Table 14. Concurrence between Barr’s (2004) regional change model and the current project 

Schema developed 
by Barr (2004) 

Spatial manifestations according to Barr 
(2004) 

Concurrence with present project 

Tightly held 
regions (low exit; 
low entry rates) 

“Tightly held areas are found generally in 
the cropping zone of both east and west 
Australia. Relatively few persons enter 
farming in this zone, and relatively few 
leave. However, the rate of exit is 
sufficiently greater than the rate of entry 
to ensure there is considerable ongoing 
consolidation of properties. Cropping 
requires high skill levels and high capital 
for machinery and crop establishment. It is 
not likely to attract new cropping farmers. 
Entry is likely to be a sign of farm family 
members returning to the farm after a 
period earning income elsewhere.” (p.36) 

This observation from Barr accords closely 
to the present project. As discussed above, 
Figure 11, Figure 12, Figure 13 and Figure 
14 all point to relatively stability in the 
cropping belts immediately west of the 
Great Dividing Range and in WA. 

Churning regions 
(high exit, high 
entry rates) 

“High rates of entry and exit are a 
characteristic of the [WA] rangelands... A 
significant minority of farmers in this 
region nominate another part of Australia 
as their place of usual residence.” (p. 36) 

WA rangelands not included in the present 
project. However, Barr’s findings broadly 
reflect this study’s insight of relatively high 
rates of churn in outback regions, seen 
most clearly in Far West NSW. 

Fragmentation 
(high entry, low 
exit) 

Two geographies. Firstly, peri-urban 
districts. “Here relatively low exit rates and 
high entry rates reflect the allure of farm 
holdings in these regions as a lifestyle 
choice. The large number of small farm 
holdings allows easier entry, and the 
competition for land from new entrants 
reduces the potential for farm 
consolidation.” Secondly, fragmentation 
was observed “in the arid rangelands of 
WA and SA... There may be many 
contributing factors, including purchase of 
some stations by mining companies or by 
the Indigenous Lands Corporation.” (p. 37) 

The present project identifies relatively 
higher rates of fragmentation in many peri-
urban LGAs, although, perhaps, this is not 
as strong as might have been anticipated. 
Barr’s second observation is less easily 
confirmed. The present project does not 
cover the arid rangelands of SA and WA. 
However, Figure 17 provides some 
suggestion of slightly higher rates of 
fragmentation in parts of Far West NSW 
and the semi-arid areas of SA covered by 
this study. 

Consolidating 
regions (high exit 
rates, low entry 
rates) 

“Relative consolidation, high exit rates and 
low entry rates, is comparatively 
uncommon as well as temporally 
unstable.” (p. 37) 

This finding from Barr does not seem to 
accord closely at all to this project, but 
when read in the context of ‘tightly held 
regions’ (see above) is broadly consistent 
with the ‘red zones’ of Figure 16. 

 

Are different agricultural land uses associated with varying rates of 
land ownership churn? 
One of the more obvious areas for exploration emanating from this research is the extent to which it is 
possible to align average rates of land ownership churn to specific forms of agricultural land use. 
Clearly, the ability to provide authoritative insights on this question would have valuable ramifications 
for industry analysis and planning. To be able to make comparisons between (for example) rates of 
land ownership churn in irrigated grape growing versus irrigated citrus or dairy sectors would shed 
vital insights into the intricate patterning of agricultural restructuring. 

To achieve this aspiration, however, firstly requires consideration of several important issues relating 
to data and methodology. It needs to be noted that individual parcel records in the land titles databases 
held by custodian agencies do not include any systematic information whatsoever on land use. 
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Therefore, the pursuit of this problem requires a matching exercise whereby land parcels data are 
linked to land use data. Again, the question of scale becomes paramount to this exercise. Consideration 
of this issue can occur at the scale of area-based aggregations (where local government areas are 
classified according to their dominant agricultural land use) or at the scale of individual land parcels 
(in which every parcel that has changed hands is attributed to a particular land use category. Each of 
these approaches has its merits and pitfalls. We now discuss each in turn. 

National scale approaches: Measuring rates of land ownership churn across 
different agricultural cluster regions 

Strategies to interpret land ownership churn data in terms of the dominant agricultural regions in which 
they are located face an evident first challenge: namely, what kinds of regions are we talking about? 
Over the years, there have been numerous geographical classifications of rural Australia based around 
agricultural land use, and not all of these are entirely consistent with one another. Clearly, if geo-
referenced rural land ownership churn data are to be apportioned to individual agricultural regions, an 
initial decision needs to be taken as to the regional classification schema to be employed in the 
methodology. Following consideration of various alternatives, it was decided that this project’s 
exploratory foray into this issue would employ (and seek to build on) the agricultural cluster region 
approach developed by Barr (2004). There are several relevant reasons for going down this path. 
Firstly, Barr’s framework was developed in the context of a study with broadly complementary 
intellectual goals to the present project. As outlined above, his work sought to understand the entry and 
exit dynamics of Australian farmers, and although he did not use land parcel data for that quest (he 
compared CPH and AAC data), the geographical framework he deployed for his analysis was designed 
to serve a comparable purpose to the present project. Secondly, Barr’s framework was scaled to the 
level of Statistical Local Areas (SLA), which in a general sense is broadly analogous to the key scale 
used in this project (the LGA). Thirdly, the framework was constructed on the basis of earlier work 
undertaken in the context of the National Land and Water Resources Audit (NLWRA), which 
subsequently then informed the development of land use categories used in the Australian 
Collaborative Land Use Mapping Program (ACLUMP). Thus, use of this framework in the present 
case ensures broad consistency with the genealogy of land use classification typologies and 
terminologies used in mainstream and official publications. Finally, Barr developed the agricultural 
cluster regions framework using 12 major types of farm population and industry structural 
characteristics, thereby providing a practical and (not overly complex) taxonomy from which to 
classify LGAs. 

To apply Barr’s classification methodology to the present project, the researchers manually attributed 
each of the 339 LGAs analysed in this report to one of Barr’s 12 agricultural clusters, using the maps 
of this classification in the Appendix to his report (see Barr, 2004: 71-72). This was an imperfect task, 
as the SLA-based system used by Barr and the LGA boundaries used in this project were not always in 
concordance. (In general, LGA boundaries provided a somewhat cruder geographical rendering of the 
regional classification system developed by Barr.) The result of this exercise is reproduced as Figure 
18.  
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Figure 18. Agricultural cluster regions 

Source: Map by the authors based on information in Barr (2004).

 

Figure 19. Average annual rate of rural land ownership change by agricultural cluster LGA, 
2004-08 
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Once each LGA was attributed to a specific agricultural cluster, average annual churn rates were 
calculated for each. These results are displayed in Figure 19. Key insights from this graph are: 

• The two agricultural cluster regions with the highest rates of rural land ownership churn were 
Closer Settled Grazing and Closer Settled Cropping. As indicated in Figure 18, these clusters 
are found in areas generally associated with more intense forms of land use competition. This 
includes central Victoria, the NSW Hunter Valley and Central West, the agriculturally rich 
landscapes west of Brisbane and in northern Tasmania, and areas close to Perth and Adelaide. 
The relatively high incidence of land ownership churn in these clusters serves to reinforce 
intuitive understandings of these areas as undergoing substantial change, which are not 
necessarily so apparent in LGA-scale mapping of these processes. 

• The general significance of land use competition with regards to the two categories discussed 
above is also mirrored in the next highest cluster regions: the Cane Country region of coastal 
Queensland, and the More Intensive Peri-Urban clusters. The coastal Queensland belt 
associated with sugar cane cultivation has been in considerable change during recent years, 
attached to the restructuring of this industry and population growth pressures. The Intensive 
Peri-Urban cluster is represented by LGAs such as Hawkesbury (NSW); a clutch of LGAs 
surrounding Melbourne; Onkaparinga and Playford adjacent to Adelaide; Serpentine-
Jarrahdale and Waroona near Perth, and several small LGAs in the Derwent and Tamar 
Valleys in Tasmania. Relatively high rates of land ownership churn in this group of LGAs 
accords to expectations of these areas undergoing significant land-related transformations. 

• The two agricultural cluster regions displaying the lowest rates of land ownership churn are 
West Australian Cropping and the Central Rangelands (representing a grouping of LGAs in 
northern inland Queensland). The relative stability found in the West Australian Cropping 
cluster supports evidence discussed earlier in this chapter relating to the slowing of 
agricultural output in WA (of which cropping contributes a large component) and the 
associated incidence of weakening rural land ownership churn. The results for the Central 
Rangelands are also generally consistent with broad insights discussed earlier in this Chapter, 
however less obviously clear cut. 

In conclusion, it needs to be reiterated that methodologies which apportion LGA-wide data to 
particular agricultural regions possess evident analytical limitations. To ascribe the entirety of rural 
land ownership change in an LGA to a single agricultural activity constructs a simplistic portrayal of 
the relationships between agriculture and place. Yet notwithstanding these limitations, the analysis 
outlined in this section seems to shed useful light on these issues. The fact that the results described in 
Figure 19 accord to what might be expectations (and possibly show these in clearer representation than 
the LGA-based series of maps reproduced earlier in this Chapter) supports the utility of this 
perspective, notwithstanding the obvious caution that must be expressed in interpreting results. 

Regional scale approaches: Measuring the incidence of land ownership churn 
by agricultural land use at the parcel level 

An ultimately more accurate assessment of the association between rural land ownership change and 
agricultural land use is gained through methodologies pitched at the scale of individual parcels. These 
approaches, however, come with not with not inconsiderable methodological complexities, data issues 
and effort. For these reasons, a full national deployment of this method is beyond the ambition of the 
current project. However, as an exploratory exercise, parcel-level analysis of land ownership churn by 
land use has been undertaken for three rural areas of interest: 

• The five North West NSW LGAs (Moree Plains, Walgett, Coonamble, Gilgandra and Warren) 
which appear in Figure 16 as a cluster of LGAs characterised by a high incidence of 
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aggregations in land ownership churn. Intuitively, one possible engine for the relatively high 
rate of churn is the growth and restructuring of the cotton industry during this period. These 
five LGAs are all associated closely with this sector. Hence, this case study provides an 
opportunity to assess whether this apparently high incidence of aggregations is associated with 
a particular form of agricultural land use. 

• Ten NSW LGAs in the Murrumbidgee Valley (Coolamon, Temora, Narrandera, Griffith, 
Leeton, Lockhart, Urana, Jerilderie, Murrumbidgee and Wagga Wagga). These LGAs have 
widely different incidences of land ownership churn, and are also characterised by a 
considerable spread of agricultural activities within a relatively compressed area. (These 
activities include grazing, rice, wine grapes, orchards and dryland cropping.) The obvious 
question this case study presents is whether differences in the incidence of churn are 
connected to the different exposures within these LGAs of irrigated and non-irrigated 
agriculture. 

• Seven LGAs in the peri-urban and inner agricultural zone outside of Adelaide (Adelaide Hills, 
Barossa, Clare and Gilbert Valleys, Goyder, Light, Onkaparinga and Playford). These LGAs 
are all characterised by competition for land between agricultural and non-agricultural land 
uses, and extensive (though variable) plantings of wine grapes. This case study provides an 
opportunity to assess connections between land uses and ownership change in peri-urban and 
more closer settled rural contexts, and also, the relatively churn associated with wine grapes 
production (in the context of relatively volatile industry conditions over the period 2004-08). 

• Seven LGAs along the ‘sugar belt’ of coastal north Queensland (Cairns, Cassowary Coast, 
Hinchinbrook, Townsville, Burdekin, Whitsunday, and Mackay). This is a region of 
considerable transition due both to restructuring in the sugar sector and the cumulative effects 
of population growth. At the same time, inland from sugar production (but still within these 
LGAs) are large tracts of land dedicated to cattle grazing, thus providing a starkly bipartite 
rural economy: intensive sugar cane (and some other forms of horticulture) in well-watered 
coastal areas and relatively low-intensity grazing immediately westwards. 

• Seven LGAs in North Western Victoria (Buloke, Campaspe, Ganawarra, Loddon, Mildura, 
Swan Hill, Yarriambiak) reflecting diverse land use transitions across irrigated and non-
irrigated grazing, dryland cropping and irrigated horticulture. 

The first challenge in this task for each of these case studies was to identify an appropriate spatial land 
use data set. The collection of land use information and its transferral into spatial data sets is an 
ongoing project of the Commonwealth, State and Territory Governments, as discussed in Chapter 
Two. Over the past decade, updated national land use maps have been released regularly, using the 
most recent spatial data that is available. Mapping agencies of State and Territory Governments 
undertake continuing efforts in this field, using data generated from different sources and with 
different levels of resolution. However there is usually a considerable time lag between the collection 
of spatial data and its release. Hence, the most recent national land use map (‘Land Use in Australia – 
Version 4’) was released in September 2010 but based on land use as it was in 2005-06 (ABARES, 
2010). Comparable, the parallel process of mapping national land cover (focusing on vegetation 
classes rather than economic usage of land) saw the first land-cover national spatial dataset released in 
March 2012 (‘Dynamic Land Cover Version 1’), but based on composite data sources over the period 
2000-2008 (Geoscience Australia and ABARES, 2012). 

Taking these points into consideration, it was determined that the most appropriate spatial data sets for 
these tasks were: 

• For the two NSW case studies, ‘NSW Land Use Version 1’. This is a collection of more than 
80 catchment-scale datasets mapped over the period 2000-2007 by the NSW Department of 
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Environment and Climate Change (DECC), and compiled together into a single state layer by 
ABARES in 2010. Importantly, the ‘NSW Land Use Version 1’ represents a composite data 
set derived from satellite imagery, cadastral layer information, State Government records 
(conservation agreement areas, for instance), and ground-based methods (native vegetation 
mapping, for instance) (DECC, 2010). Land use is classified in accordance with three 
schemes: the NSW Land Use Mapping Program (LUMAP); the NSW SCALD (Standard 
Classification for Attributes of Land) Classification and the ALUM (Australian Land Use and 
Management) Classification (Version 6). 

• For the South Australian case study, the ‘Land Use South Australia’ spatial dataset. This 
dataset contains the combined outputs from South Australian Natural Resource Management 
Regions mapped in 2007 and 2008. As with the NSW dataset, land use attributions were coded 
using the ALUM classification version 6. 

• For the Queensland case study, the ‘Land Use in Queensland’ spatial data set. Data was 
obtained from various sources over the period 1999-2005. Land use attributions were coded 
using the ALUM classification version 5. 

• For the Victorian case study, the ‘Land Use Classification of North Central CMA [Catchment 
Management Authority]’, ‘Land Use Classification of Lower Goulburn CMA’ and ‘Land Use 
Classification of Lower Murray CMA’ spatial datasets developed by Victorian Department of 
Primary Industries. These were compiled from data obtained from various sources over the 
period 1999-2005. Land use attributions were coded using the ALUM classification version 5. 

The second step involved the use of a union function within ArcGIS to connect land use data to 
cadastral-based information on land parcels. This process enabled calculations to be made on the area 
within each parcel allocated to different forms of land use. A third step then required this information 
to be simplified into analytical land use categories that produced meaningful outputs. This 
simplification task brings to attention important issues of scale. Focusing on the LUMAP system (one 
of the three mentioned above) the ‘NSW Land Use Version 1’ spatial data set categorises every 
individual land use polygon into one of 14 ‘Major’ classifications and one of 540 ‘Detailed’ 
classifications. Whereas this level of detail might be seen as providing a potentially extraordinarily 
rich and intricate context from which to analyse land ownership change, the practical reality is that 
such complexity can obfuscate rather than clarify; a problem of trying to see the woods for the trees. It 
goes without saying that different areas have different mixes of rural land use, and some classifications 
that are central to particular regions’ economies may be marginal or completely absent from others. 
Hence, national and state-wide scales do not provide a realistic scale of analysis from which to assess 
connections between land ownership change and land use. What is instead required is an approach 
pitched at the scale of individual regions – it makes more sense to examine land ownership changes in 
the context of the different major agricultural industries which populate a particular regional economy. 
Hence, in the three case studies reported below, the land use analytical categories are different in each, 
reflecting variations in the structures of each regional economy.  
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‘Cotton country’ North West NSW 

The first of these three case studies has the intention of examining the role of cotton within the 
regional dynamics of agricultural restructuring. Cotton cultivation accounts for a relatively small 
absolute area (only 2.22% of the five LGAs considered here) but as seen in Figure 20 is located in 
riverine areas because of its relatively high water requirements. Relatively high water requirements in 
turn reflect the relatively high returns that growers can obtain per gigalitre for this crop. Compared to 
some other agricultural industries, cotton tends to be associated with generally higher levels of capital 
outlays, oftentimes larger average property sizes and a greater preponderance of corporate investment 
vehicles. In these contexts, the question this case study entertained was whether the distinctive 
attributes attached to the cotton sector were matched by an overall higher level of land ownership 
churn; the hypothesis being that the higher outlay/return dynamics of cotton encouraged a faster 
average turnover time in terms of property sales and purchases. 

In order to assess this question, the first major task was to simplify land use classifications to four 
major categories: (i) grazing; (ii) cotton; (iii) other cropping (all crops except cotton), and (iv) other 
(comprising every other form of land use, grouped together). The first three of these categories 
(grazing, cotton, and other cropping) constituted 88.0% of the total land area of these five LGAs, 
indicating that no other major industry is missing from this analytical approach. Overlaying these land 
use categories with land parcels that had changed ownership during the period 2004-08 produces 
Figure 20. Statistical analysis of the data represented in Figure 20 is displayed in Table 15. Key points 
from the data in these two sources are as follows: 

• These data indicate in general terms that during the period 2004-08 in these five LGAs, land 
used for grazing had a relatively lower propensity to change hands compared with land used 
for cotton and other cropping. (Land used for cotton and other cropping together accounted for 
33.32% of these five LGAs’ land area, but 38.59% of ownership change activity.) This general 
pattern was also apparent with regards to the incidence of aggregations. 

• Additionally, these data suggest that during the period in question, there was not an obviously 
higher incidence of land ownership churn in the cotton industry compared to other local 
agricultural sectors. Although caution must be exercised given the limited geographical and 
temporal scope of this analysis, it would seem to be case that higher rates of ownership churn 
were associated more with ‘other cropping’ (mainly constituting dryland activities) than 
cotton. As a case in point, there is a high incidence of aggregations amongst land that has 
changed hands in Gilgandra, but as demonstrated in Figure 20, this LGA has minimal 
exposure to the cotton sector. 

•  Thus, to summarise: five North West NSW LGAs associated with cotton cultivation have 
relatively high incidences of land ownership aggregation within an overall modest rate of land 
ownership churn. However, it is not the cotton sector per se which appears to be driving this 
outcome. In contrast, land used for grazing seems to be the major contributor to this result.  
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Table 15. Distribution of land use by ownership change category, ‘Cotton country’ LGAs of 
North West NSW, 2004-08 

 Percentage area of land Percentage contribution 
to all area of land 

changing hands 

Percentage contribution 
to all area of 
aggregations 

Cotton 2.22% 2.70% 2.44% 
Other cropping 31.10% 35.89% 36.41% 
Grazing 54.71% 51.72% 51.70% 
Other land uses 11.97% 9.68% 9.44% 
Total 100.00% 100.00% 100.00% 

 

Figure 20. Land ownership change (2004-08) in the context of land use, Moree Plains, Walgett, 
Coonamble, Warren and Gilgandra LGAs, NSW 
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The Murrumbidgee region of NSW 

Examination of ten LGAs in the Murrumbidgee region of NSW highlights the complex local factors 
that shape land ownership churn at the regional level. For the purposes of this discussion, the region is 
defined in terms of ten contiguous LGAs; Coolamon, Griffith, Jerilderie, Leeton, Lockhart, 
Murrumbidgee, Narrandera, Temora, Urana and Wagga Wagga (Figure 21). In terms of agricultural 
land use, the region is dominated by dryland grazing and cropping, interlaced with agricultural-
intensive irrigation regions in featuring rice and horticulture (Table 16). Key attributes of the analysis 
of land ownership change in the context of land use are: 

• At the regional scale, the cropping sector has a rate of ownership churn (4.6% annual average 
over 2004-08) that is comparatively high for this sector (see previous discussion in this 
Chapter) however this regional composite rate takes into account some LGAs with very high 
rates (Murrumbidgee with 5.46%) and some with much lower rates of churn (land used for 
cropping in the neighbouring LGAs of Coolamon and Narrandera exhibited average annual 
churn rates of just 2.1% and 2.9% respectively). Consistent with the general pattern found in 
broadacre cropping, LGAs with lower churn rates experienced high incidence of aggregation 
as a mode of ownership change. In the afore-mentioned two LGAs of Coolamon and 
Narrandera, aggregations constituted 62.7% and 60.1% respectively of ownership changes on 
cropping lands. 

• Land used for grazing displayed trends that were broadly similar to cropping, though not so 
dramatic. The average annual churn rate on grazing land through the region was 4.3%, and 
aggregations accounted for 40.1% of ownership change on grazing land. There was relatively 
smaller spread among the LGAs in terms of differences in grazing. 

• Somewhat surprisingly, the ownership churn rate for land used in rice cultivation was not 
significantly different from other key land uses in the region. Over the study period, the 
average annual rate of ownership churn for rice was 4.5%. However, in Leeton Shire, it was 
6.05%, indicating a relatively more dynamic set of land ownership changes than elsewhere in 
the region. 

• Finally, the vineyards sector is interesting to observe because of its high concentration in 
Griffith, and to a lesser extent, Leeton. In Griffith over the study period, vineyard land 
changed hands at an average annual rate of 4.6%. Only 31.4% of acquisitions took the form of 
aggregations, meaning that the major mode of land ownership change for Griffith vineyards in 
the study period involved newcomers to the Shire. 

In summary, the key insight from this case study is the need for caution when selecting the scale at 
which to observe trends. The complex patterning of agricultural land use in this region means that the 
nuance of highly localised processes can be occluded when regional averages are used as a modus 
operandi in analysis. Hence, in the case studies which follow, although trends are often portrayed and 
discussed in terms of regional averages, a preliminary process of data assessment has ensured that the 
use of these statistics does not misrepresent or simplify more detailed trends. 
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Table 16. Land ownership change and land use, Murrumbidgee region, 2004-08 

 

Percentage area of 
land 

Percentage 
contribution to all area 
of land changing hands 

Percentage contribution to 
all area of aggregations 

Cropping 33.01% 40.00% 51.04% 
Cropping-rice 2.28% 0.94% 1.15% 
Grazing 53.49% 50.91% 40.50% 
Horticulture-vineyard 0.57% 0.28% 0.31% 
Horticulture-other 0.52% 0.25% 0.27% 
Other areas 10.12% 7.62% 6.72% 
Total 100.00% 100.00% 100.00% 

 

 

Figure 21. The Murrumbidgee region, NSW 
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Figure 22. Land ownership change and land use, Murrumbidgee region, 2004-08 

 

Figure 23. Land ownership change and land use, Griffith and Leeton Shires, 2004-08 
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Peri-urban and Closer Settled South Australia 

The peri-urban zone encircling Adelaide has particular interest in terms of assessing associations 
between land use functions and land ownership churn. Like peri-urban zones everywhere, this area is 
one of transition, characterised by competition between agricultural and non-agricultural uses. 
Examination of data generated by this project sheds interesting light on the nature of change in this 
zone. For the purposes of this analysis, the region is defined as the seven LGAs of Adelaide Hills, 
Barossa, Clare and Gilbert Valley, Gawler, Light, Onkaparinga and Playford. 

Land use data within this region was simplified into three categories – cropping, grazing and 
horticulture. These three land uses accounted for slightly over 75% of the total area of the seven LGAs 
(Table 17). In the context of peri-urban Adelaide, horticulture is mainly constituted by vineyards, 
although in one LGA (Playford) is mainly market gardening. Most of the remaining area outside of 
these three major land use categories was taken up by non-agricultural activities, mainly residential 
and urban uses, forests and conservation areas. Key attributes with regards to the association between 
land ownership churn and land use in this region are as follows: 

• Cropping takes place mainly north of Adelaide, in the LGAs of Light and Clare & Gilbert 
Valleys, whilst grazing is the dominant agricultural land use in the LGAs south of Adelaide. 
Horticulture takes place in highly visible clusters (coloured red in Figure 26) which mainly 
represents wine regions. 

• Land used for cropping in this region tends to have a slightly lower propensity for ownership 
churn than what its share of regional area might suggest. Whereas cropping land constituted 
34.81% of regional land, it accounted for 30.72% of the area of land parcels changing 
ownership over 2004-08. Yet this relative stability in ownership needs to be interpreted also in 
the context of Figure 24, which indicates that the cropping sector had a considerably higher 
propensity for aggregations than either horticulture or grazing. What this suggests is that 
although land used for cropping tends to be less likely to change hands, when it does, there is a 
greater probability that its new owner will already be a local landholder. This finding is 
broadly consistent with trends discussed earlier in this chapter, whereupon it has been noted 
that aggregations play an especially strong dynamic in ownership churn of Australia’s 
broadacre cropping belt. This process can be assumed to be indicative of desires by existing 
landholders to increase the size of their holdings and thus attain economies of scale benefits. 
Figure 26 indicates that the majority of cropping land covered in this analysis is located some 
50-100km north of Adelaide in the LGAs of Light and Clare & Gilbert Valleys. Ownership 
churn on land used for cropping in both these LGAs was dominated by aggregations. Over the 
period 2004-08, 53.22% of the cropping land in Clare & Gilbert Valleys which changed hands 
did so via aggregation. In Light LGA, the comparable figure was 57.8%. Although there is 
strong localised competition for land in some of these LGAs from viticulture and tourism, this 
area as a whole is dominated by low-density broadacre farming. As such, it is perhaps not 
surprising that the incidence and composition of land ownership churn in this portion of the 
region takes on the character of agricultural heartland regions. 

• The pattern for grazing is roughly the opposite of cropping. Land used for grazing has a 
slightly higher propensity for ownership churn (compared to what its share of regional land 
might suggest), but much aggregations play a much weaker role in this dynamic. These 
outcomes can be attributed to the generally more proximate locations of this sector in terms of 
the Adelaide metropolitan area. Ceteris paribus, this would be associated with greater 
competition for land from non-agricultural purposes (encouraging higher rates of churn) and 
an increasing likelihood of non-locals in the market for land. 
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• The dimensions of land ownership churn for horticulture bears broad similarities to grazing, 
however is shaped much more intently local factors. As noted above, the spatial characteristics 
of horticulture are very distinctive in peri-urban Adelaide. Figure 26 shows horticultural 
clusters in Onkaparinga LGA south of Adelaide (the McLaren Vale wine region), the Adelaide 
Hills wine region, the Barossa (which straddles Barossa and Light LGAs), the Clare Valley (in 
the extreme north of Figure 26) and a large horticulture cluster in Playford, which comprises 
both the Adelaide Plains wine region and substantial market gardens servicing Adelaide. 
Overall, land used for horticulture had a slightly higher propensity to change hands during the 
period 2004-08 (Table 17), and the new owners of land were much more likely to be from 
outside the LGA than from within it. This points to an important dynamic in this sector; the 
role of third party sales/transfers rather than local aggregations as a key driver of land 
ownership churn. In a broad sense, this would appear to reflect the role of investor cycles in 
viticulture: new entrants having a key factor in driving change within the industry, especially 
when compared to broadacre cropping, which as discussed above, is more dominated by local 
purchasers. Local differences in these dynamics, however, are also apparent. Among the 
different LGAs assessed here, this was most apparent in Adelaide Hills and Clare & Gilbert 
Valleys (Figure 25).49 Perhaps not surprisingly, this process was less evident in Light and 
Barossa (covering the relatively more well established wine region of Barossa) where a 
generally large average size of holding in the horticulture (wine) sector flowed into a 
comparatively greater capacity and propensity for aggregations. Among all these LGAs, the 
incidence of aggregations in the horticulture sector was strongest in Playford, but as noted 
above, vineyards contribute a relatively smaller proportion of horticulture in this LGA 
compared to the others analysed here. Aggregations of horticultural lands in Playford could be 
the result of land conversions associated with the urban edge of Adelaide. 

 

Table 17. Land use by ownership change category, peri-urban and closer settled South 
Australia, 2004-08 

 Percentage area of land Percentage contribution 
to all area of land 

changing hands 

Percentage contribution 
to all area of 
aggregations 

Cropping 34.81% 30.72% 44.14% 
Grazing 32.04% 35.76% 29.07% 
Horticulture 9.02% 14.38% 10.52% 
Other land uses 24.13% 19.14% 16.27% 
Total 100.00% 100.00% 100.00% 
Note: percentages indicate area of land. 

                                                      

49 This Figure excludes Gawler, on account of its small size and mainly urban orientation. 
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Figure 24. Character of land ownership change, by major form of land use, peri-urban and 
closer settled South Australia, 2004-08 

 

Figure 25. Character of land ownership change, horticulture, peri-urban and closer settled 
South Australia, 2004-08 
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Figure 26. Land ownership change (2004-08) in the context of land use, Peri-urban and closer 
settled South Australia 
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The sugar belt of coastal North Queensland 

Coastal north Queensland represents a rural region in transition. The sugar industry has historically 
dominated the agricultural base of this regional economy. Sugar remains a vitally important 
component of the agricultural matrix of this region, however intensification of global competition 
during the past decade has provided a backdrop to dramatic restructuring involving substantial farmer 
exit. Sugar is cultivated in a discontiguous series of well-watered production zones along the coast. 
This is evidenced in the series of maps comprising Figure 28 and Figure 29. Because of the elongated 
north-south geography of this region, spatial representation has been divided into seven maps. Their 
presentation in Figure 28 and Figure 29 is geographically sequential. Following the location map in the 
top left of Figure 28, the maps provide snapshots in a progressively southwards direction, eventually to 
Mackay Regional Council. 

The striking land use feature of these maps is the spatial distribution of sugar cultivation (the areas in 
the maps coloured red) in tightly concentrated corridors and clusters. In the northern portion of the 
region (Cairns, Cassowary Coast and Hinchinbrook LGAs), land used for sugar is bounded by 
National Parks, conservation areas of forested land. Further south (notably in Burdekin and Mackay 
LGAs), cattle grazing provides the major alternative land use. Townsville and Whitsunday LGAs have 
very little land devoted to sugar cultivation. This is especially the case in the latter LGA, which 
extends much further westwards (inland) than the other LGAs in this region. There is a range of other 
important agricultural industries in the North Queensland coastal belt but, somewhat surprisingly, they 
take up relatively little land. Horticulture and the category of ‘tree fruits and nuts’ (mainly comprising 
banana cultivation) account for less than 1% of land area in the seven LGAs (Table 18).50 Key points 
regarding the association between land ownership change and land use in coastal north Queensland are 
as follows: 

• Across the seven LGAs, land used for grazing accounted for 74.34% of area, but represented 
just 69.85% of land changing ownership (Table 18). Therefore, on balance, grazing exhibited a 
relatively lower propensity for ownership change in the region than its share of area might 
have suggested. As indicated in Figure 29, Whitsunday Shire provides the largest contribution 
(by far) of land used for grazing within this regional area, and as the data in Table 19 attest, 
grazing land in Whitsunday Shire had a decided lower propensity to change hands than its 
share of area might suggest. (Grazing accounted for 92.1% of assessed land area in this LGA, 
but only 80.6% of ownership change.) The relative lower propensity for ownership churn in 
Whitsunday Shire’s grazing sector is despite the substantial cluster of properties n the far west 
of the LGA that changed hands during the study period, as apparent in Figure 29. 

• Given the considerable restructuring of the Queensland sugar industry during the study period, 
it might be expected that land used for sugar would exhibit a high rate of ownership churn. 
Somewhat surprisingly, however, the churn rate across the region was only marginally higher 
than its share of total area. In the seven LGAs, land used for sugar accounted for 12.54% of 
assessed area, and 13.75% of land changing hands. Nevertheless, important local dynamics are 
at work in the sector. The two most southern LGAs examined here (Mackay and Burdekin) 
exhibited similar trends in terms of ownership churn rates for sugar land. Both LGAs had very 
high rates of churn in 2005-06, and slower rates thereafter. 
 

                                                      

50 Land areas calculated for coastal north Queensland are exclusive of National Parks, conservation and forestry 
areas. Percentages of change represent proportions of ‘assessed land’ (that is, land parcels associated with 
active ownership structures making them potentially subject to changing hands. This is an important point to 
make, because as witnessed in the maps, a large area of this region is covered by land tenures (such as National 
Parks) which are not generally subject to changing hands. 
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Table 18. Land use by ownership change, coastal north Queensland, 2004-08 

 

Percentage of 
assessed area 

Percentage contribution to all 
area of land changing hands 

Grazing 74.34% 69.85% 
Sugar 12.54% 13.75% 
Other 13.52% 16.39% 
Total of assessed area 100.00% 100.00% 

Note: percentages indicate area of land. 

 

Table 19. Distribution of land uses, coastal north Queensland, 2004-08, by individual LGA 

 
 

Grazing Sugar Other Total 
Burdekin Total assessed area 65.7% 27.6% 6.6% 100.0% 

Assessed area changing hands 76.5% 19.1% 4.4% 100.0% 
Cairns Total assessed area 10.8% 46.2% 43.1% 100.0% 

Assessed area changing hands 9.4% 46.2% 44.4% 100.0% 
Cassowary 
Coast 

Total assessed area 18.8% 48.1% 33.1% 100.0% 
Assessed area changing hands 23.0% 49.5% 27.5% 100.0% 

Hinchinbrook Total assessed area 28.4% 53.1% 18.5% 100.0% 
Assessed area changing hands 23.8% 58.9% 17.4% 100.0% 

Mackay Total assessed area 44.6% 25.4% 30.0% 100.0% 
Assessed area changing hands 53.4% 31.7% 14.8% 100.0% 

Townsville Total assessed area 81.3% 0.7% 17.9% 100.0% 
Assessed area changing hands 83.6% 0.3% 16.0% 100.0% 

Whitsunday Total assessed area 92.1% 1.2% 6.7% 100.0% 
Assessed area changing hands 80.6% 1.2% 18.3% 100.0% 

 

 

 

Figure 27. Ownership churn: land used for sugar cultivation, five coastal north Queensland 
LGAs 
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Figure 28. Land parcels changing ownership and land use, Coastal North Queensland, 2004-08 
(Part 1) 

Top left, location map; Top right, Northern Cairns Regional Council; Bottom left, Southern Cairns 
Regional Council; Bottom right, Cassowary Coast Regional Council. 
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Figure 29. Land parcels changing ownership and land use, Coastal North Queensland, 2004-08 
(Part 2) 

Top left, Hinchinbrook Shire Council; Top right, Townsville City and Burdekin Shire Councils; 
Bottom left, Whitsunday Regional Council; Bottom right, Mackay Regional Council. 
  



 

103 
 

North West Victoria 

North West Victoria provides an interesting case to examine because it encapsulates key issues in the 
agricultural restructuring of rural Australia. The seven LGAs covered in this regional assessment 
(Buloke, Campaspe, Gannewarra, Loddon, Mildura, Swan Hill, Yarrambiack) encapsulate a semi-arid 
agricultural zone, however with access to water from the Murray-Darling system (Figure 30). Across 
the region, almost 95% of the assessed land use (that is, exclusive of National Parks, conservation 
areas, towns and public use functions [e.g., roads]) was dedicated to cropping and grazing (Table 20). 
However, in this region (as in some others in inland Australia) not too much attention should be given 
to classificatory distinctions between cropping and grazing, because the mixed farming character of 
many establishments implies shifts to land use functions in accordance with seasonal, climatic and 
commercial factors. Of greater relevance is the distinction between dryland and irrigated land uses in 
the Table. Across the region, 10.2% of land was irrigated. However, as seen in Figure 31, this varied 
considerably between the different LGAs of the region. Gannewarra and Campaspe in the east had 
considerable proportions of land use dedicated to irrigated grazing, which in this regional context, is 
largely associated with dairy. Irrigated horticulture is a significant form of land use in river-adjacent 
areas of Mildura and Swan Hill Shires.51  

 

 

Figure 30. North West Victoria 

  

                                                      

51 It should be noted, of course, that land use data was produced in the early 2000s, and due to water reforms 
in the years since, the current agricultural geography of this region may diverge from the descriptions given 
here, of the period 2004-08. 
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Key points in the analysis are: 

• Consistent with data reported elsewhere in this report, the dryland grazing and cropping 
sectors of the region were associated with relatively low rates of land ownership churn (3.68% 
and 3.72% respectively, over the combined period 2004-08). To put these data into 
perspective, the state-wide rate for Victoria in this same period was 4.72%.52 Also consistent 
with general trends, aggregations accounted for a large proportion of land ownership change. 
This was particularly apparent in the three more western LGAs in the region, Mildura, Buloke 
and Yarrambiack. The proportion of aggregations in the cropping sectors of these three LGAs 
was 49.7%, 53.1% and 80.1% respectively. The last figure, for Yarrambiack, is quite 
sensational. It indicates that during the period 2004-08, some 80% of cropping land changed 
hands in the LGA was acquired by local landowners seeking (presumably) to increase their 
holding size. By contrast, the proportion of aggregations in the cropping sectors of Campaspe 
and Loddon, in the eastern end of the region, was only 31.6% and 26.2% respectively; clearly 
demonstrating that newcomers, not locals, were the main acquirers of cropping land in these 
LGAs. 

• Trends in dryland grazing were broadly similar to those for cropping, however the 
significantly large area of irrigated grazing, mainly in Campaspe, Gannewarra and Loddon 
LGAs, provides an interesting point of comparison. As noted above, irrigated grazing 
activities in these LGAs can be broadly attributable to the dairy industry. Grazing elsewhere in 
the region mainly comprises sheep and beef cattle. As evidenced in Figure 33, irrigated 
grazing exhibited a higher churn rate than dryland grazing in three of the four years under 
consideration (and in the fourth, rates were identical). On average over the four years of the 
study, the land ownership churn rate for irrigated grazing in this region was 4.12%, which was 
considerably higher than the 3.68% recorded for land used for non-irrigated (i.e., dryland) 
grazing. Presumably, this statistic speaks to the restructuring of the dairy sector during this 
period. Of the three LGAs, it was Gannewarra which recorded the highest churn rate for land 
used for irrigated grazing activities, with an annual average rate of 4.7% over the study period. 
In contrast, the irrigated grazing churn rates in Loddon and Campaspe were 3.1% and 4.1% 
respectively. These data point to a ‘hotspot’ of land ownership change in the irrigated grazing 
sector of Gannewarra LGA. 

• Finally, the irrigated horticulture sector accounts for just 1.52% of land area across the region, 
but the land-intensive character of these production activities means that its economic 
significance to the region far outweighs this apparently small contribution. The clustering of 
Irrigated horticulture on riverbank sites in Mildura and Swan Hill LGAs is clearly apparent in 
Figure 32. Average annual land ownership churn for irrigated horticulture land in these two 
LGAs over the study period was 4.01% (Mildura) and 6.63% (Swan Hill). Inspection of these 
results on a year-on-year basis (Figure 33; Table 21) highlights a large level of land 
transactions in 2005-06 in Swan Hill. Several large transactions in a stretch of riverside land 
50-100km east of Robinvale drove this particular result.  

                                                      

52 Churn rate expressed in terms of area changing hands (not number of parcels). 
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Table 20. Distribution of land use, change area and aggregations, North West Victoria, 2004-08 

 

Percentage of 
assessed area 

Percentage 
contribution to all area 
of land changing hands 

Percentage 
contribution to all area 

of aggregations 
Cropping 51.17% 49.91% 52.77% 
Cropping (Irrigated) 1.29% 1.78% 1.87% 
Forestry 0.14% 0.19% 0.18% 
Grazing 35.50% 34.97% 34.58% 
Grazing (Irrigated) 7.42% 8.08% 6.16% 
Horticulture 0.01% 0.00% 0.00% 
Horticulture (Irrigated) 1.52% 2.05% 1.80% 
Other Area 2.95% 3.01% 2.63% 
Total of assessed area 100.00% 100.00%  

Note: percentages indicate area of land. 

 

 

Figure 31. Proportion of agricultural land use, LGAs in North West Victoria 

 



 

 

106 

 

Figure 32. Land parcels changing ownership and land use, North West Victoria, 2004-08 



 

107 
 

 

Figure 33. Land ownership churn, North West Victoria, by major forms of land use, 2004-08 

 

 

 

Table 21. Land ownership churn rates, irrigated horticulture, Mildura and Swan Hill LGAs, 2004-
08 

 
Mildura Swan Hill 

2004-05 3.35% 6.74% 
2005-06 6.09% 16.40% 
2006-07 2.89% 1.66% 
2007-08 3.72% 1.71% 
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Property size, corporate ownership, aggregation strategies, and 
succession 
In this section of the report, attention turns from questions of land use, to questions relating to the 
social and economic formations of land ownership. A series of related questions are addressed: how do 
factors attached to property size, forms of ownership, spatial manifestations of aggregation, and issues 
connected with succession affect land ownership churn? 

Does size matter? Are larger properties more likely to change hands more 
frequently? 

The hypotheses explored in the previous section about associations between different forms of rural 
land use and average rates of land ownership churn beggar a similar set of questions regarding average 
property size. Expressed in its simplest rendition, the issue is whether and how the size of a property 
affects its propensity to change hands. 

As argued consistently throughout this report, such a question cannot realistically be posed with the 
ambition to elicit a universally applicable response. Different parts of Australia are buffeted by very 
different sets of drivers shaping the dynamics of rural land ownership change. Holmes’ (2006) model 
of multifunctional rural land occupance, discussed in Chapter One, attests to the context-dependent 
interplay of agricultural and non-agricultural forces which shapes the changing patterns of rural land 
ownership. In the very concrete dimensions of the present discussion, this means that the size factors 
which may make a property highly attractive for purchase in one context, may work in the opposite 
direction in a different context.  

There is no simple way to hypothesise this relationship. Different forces can be seen to exercise 
varying influences on rural landscapes. The individual character of any rural property (and the extent 
to which it may be subject to ownership change) is a function of the path-dependent way that it has 
been enmeshed within cycles of capital accumulation in the rural economy. Thus: 

• In ‘heartland agricultural’ rural regions (Pritchard, Argent et al., 2012) characterised by 
incremental aggregation (typically but not exclusively, the ‘red zones’ of Figure 16), it could 
be hypothesised that relatively smaller properties would have a higher propensity for 
ownership change, on account of their generally weaker capacities to extract the sufficient 
rates of return that are required to continue in farming. It has already been noted that rates of 
return on capital in Australian farming are positively correlated to average farm size. The 
generally greater vulnerability of smaller properties may place them in a position where their 
owners sell out to larger (or more cashed up) neighbours. This would be reflected in statistics 
indicating that the average size of ‘sold’ properties was smaller than local averages. 

• On the other hand, an alternative hypothesis could be that in these same heartland regions, it is 
the larger properties which exhibit higher propensities for ownership change, because their 
(presumed) ability to generate higher average rates of return on capital gives them greater 
appeal for purchasers. Higher agricultural prices in recent years and the entry into the sector of 
corporate investors speak to this process. Such outcomes are broadly consistent with the 
arguments associated with the work of Eves (2005; 2010) which posits a gradation of 
aggregation, in which smaller, family-owned properties are slowly acquired by neighbours 
until a critical size is reached, upon which time it becomes highly attractive for larger-scale 
agri-investors. 

• In rural regions characterised by combinations of agricultural and non-agricultural land use 
activities, the issue of size alone becomes occluded by questions of site – the amenity and 
accessibility functions of particular properties. In such environments, incentives for 
agricultural landowners to gain commercial benefits from increasing their size of operations 
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can be held in check by the bidding up of land prices from non-agricultural interests, and the 
countervailing incentives for fragmenting existing holdings in the pursuit of capital release. At 
times, these varied processes may be assumed to encourage relatively higher rates of land 
ownership change from larger properties (as their owners break up holdings for the release of 
capital). In other circumstances, it may be that smaller properties could exhibit higher rates of 
ownership change because these are more suited (size-wise) to land use transformations by 
new owners. A ‘rural lifestyler’, for instance, would not be interested in buying a large 
property because it is too much of an outlay. In contrast, s/he would be more in the market for 
smaller-sized properties. 

Existing research on rural restructuring in Australia provides no unambiguous empirical clues into how 
any or each of these processes may predominate. Evidence from the present study, however, can 
provide a tentative foray into this set of issues. 

Within the national scope of this research, the dataset from Western Australia offers the best vantage 
point from which to assess questions relating to average property size. As discussed extensively in 
Chapter Three, land ownership change in WA was analysed according to a quite different set of 
methodological premises compared to the other states. In WA, unlike the rest of the country, the State 
Government compiles reliable, spatially referenced data at the property scale. One of the limiting 
problems associated with the land title data frame approach used elsewhere, it has been noted, is that 
the data alone cannot unmistakably provide a basis for identifying rural properties or holdings 
(defined, as it will be recalled, as land under common operating control). But in WA, exhaustive, 
ground-truthing efforts by DAFWA that are inputted into the Department’s Client-Property-Event 
(CPE) database, captures these data. As such, this project’s investigation of land ownership change in 
WA was constructed around the concept of ‘rural properties’ identified by DAFWA, as opposed to 
individual parcels (which was the practice in all other states).  

The availability of spatially-referenced, property-based records supplied by DAFWA enabled this 
project to undertake a comparative assessment of the average size of properties undergoing ownership 
change. The year selected for this assessment was July 2008 to June 2009. This period is outside the 
ambit of the rest of the data reported in this project, however in the course of requesting data for the 
2004-08 period, DAFWA also supplied data for 2009. These data were examined for the 68 LGAs in 
the Southwest and Wheatbelt regions which constitute the primary focus for this project’s analysis of 
WA. 

For the year 2008-09, ownership information for a total of 37,014 separate properties was examined.53 
The average property size for this entire population was 632 hectares. Within this total number of 
properties, some 644 underwent a change in ownership during 2008-09. The average size of these 
properties changing hands was 787 hectares. Therefore, it can be said that across WA’s South West 
and Wheatbelt in 2008-09, rural properties changing hands were, on average, 24.5% larger than those 
across-the-board. 

At face value, this finding seems to lend support to the notion that larger properties may have an 
increased propensity for changing hands. Yet care must be exercised when extrapolating from this 
finding, as evidenced when the data are represented spatially, as in Figure 34. In the drier wheatbelt 
areas north and east from Perth, properties undergoing ownership change tended on average to be 
smaller than those that did not. This could point to a dominant process whereby it is smaller and less 
viable properties, on average, that are more prone to acquisition (consistent with the hypothesis in the 
first bullet point, above). In LGAs closer to Perth, and in the amenity-rich South West, however, the 

                                                      

53 This is a net amount, excluding a relatively small proportion of property records supplied by DAFWA which 
had internal inconsistencies. 
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opposite pattern seems to predominate.54 This may be the result of larger properties being fragmented, 
however further research is needed to confirm this speculation. 

 

 

Figure 34. Average size of properties changing ownership as a ratio of properties not changing 
ownership, WA, 2008-09 

  

                                                      

54 The DAFWA database records that a number of LGAs, especially around Perth, either did not have any 
property transactions in 2008-09, or if they did, ownership records were not complete and hence they were 
excluded from this analysis. Hence the number of cross-hatched LGAs in the map. 
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Corporate and foreign ownership of rural land: What can land title databases tell 
us? 

The question of corporate and foreign ownership of rural land is highly emotive. During the past few 
years there has been intense popular and political debate around the issue of whether and how 
corporate and/or foreign ownership of land can and should be monitored and/or regulated. Evidently, 
the substantive political issues associated with these debates are outside the ambit of this report. The 
focus here is whether and how the use of land titles databases can inform public and official discourse. 

The starting point for this discussion is recognition of two facts. Firstly, Australia’s land titles 
databases were not set up to capture these variables. Whether a parcel of land is owned through 
individual or corporate title; or by local or foreign interests, is not central to database structures or 
operations. Basic information on the number of land parcels owned under the name of corporations 
versus one or more individuals is not necessarily easily extracted from databases: it depends on the 
minutiae of how they are set up. Thus, in NSW, land titles databases contain a separate field in which 
legal codes (“Pty Ltd” for instance) are inserted by land titles administrators. For this reason, the 
process of extracting parcels held under corporate title in NSW is relatively straightforward. But in 
Victoria, there is no such separate field in land titles databases. This makes the derivation of this 
information from Victoria procedurally much more onerous. 

These general arguments are even more complex in the case of identifying land parcels held by 
companies or individuals no domiciled in Australia. Such data would have to be extracted from 
individual addressee information on individual land parcel entries, and even then, there is extreme 
doubt about the degree of accuracy. The usual practice would be for land parcels to be owned by 
locally registered corporate subsidiaries which are ultimately under beneficial ownership of foreign 
interests. Thus, review of land titles databases could reveal the local names and addresses of 
subsidiaries, but not their ultimate (offshore) ownerships. As has been discussed extensively during the 
past few years, the only realistic way to capture this information would be to legally require foreign-
controlled entities owning land in Australia to add their details to a specific registry. At the time of 
writing, the only jurisdiction in Australia which has such a requirement is Queensland, through the 
Foreign Ownership of Land Register Act (1988). However, it can be noted that such registries already 
exist in New Zealand and the US, pointing to the apparent administrative feasibility to launch such an 
initiative on a national scale (Keogh, 2012). 

The second key starting point for this discussion is to pose the question ‘what does corporate and/or 
foreign ownership actually tell us’? This is an altogether much more difficult issue to address, 
especially in the rural sector. Focusing on corporate ownership, there are numerous reasons and 
contexts for why a parcel of land may be held in the name of a corporation. At the most basic level, it 
is of course the fact that corporations routinely own land as part of ongoing investment, productive or 
speculative activities. Large, land-based assets such as shopping centres, mines, factories and transport 
depots are inevitably held on land titled under the name of a corporate owner. But in the case of 
farming land, this presumption is not so clear-cut. Whilst large agribusiness and corporate farming 
companies (which own land in their own name) certainly exist, the more common reality in the rural 
sector is for land to be owned through diverse forms of family-centred enterprise, as discussed in 
Chapter One. For the present discussion, this is significant inasmuch as these formations can be 
characterised by a complex web of arrangements which connect land, enterprise and household 
(Pritchard, Burch and Lawrence, 2007). It may be the case that land is held under an individual title 
(“Dad’s name”, proverbially) but that as an operational entity, a farm operates through a family trust, a 
partnership, or even, an incorporated (Pty Ltd) entity. Moreover, a family trust (for example) might 
operate a farming business across a range of land parcels held under different names of members of the 
trust (or even, in the names of non-trust, but family, members). At a functional level, these kinds of 
complexities might operate seamlessly. But in terms of official databases, what is legally recorded in 
terms of land ownership might bear passing resemblance only to actualities. 
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Furthermore, titling of land in the name of an incorporated entity can be motivated by a diverse set of 
economic, commercial and legal considerations. Depending on how a farm establishment structures its 
asset-holding arrangements, there could be benefits in titling land in the name of a corporate entity that 
is different from the legal architecture used to handle operational matters on the farm. Further 
complicating these arrangements: 

• The legal separation of water from land in the Murray-Darling Basin may lead to the situation 
where landholders reorganise their titling arrangements to take account of the unbundling of 
these assets; 

• Titling of land can be reorganised in the context of debt financing, as banks and other financial 
institutions generally require clear legal connections between mortgage documents and the 
holding of assets. 

• Rural land may constitute an asset class for superannuation purposes for some landholders, 
obliging the re-titling of land parcels in accordance with legal requirements for the 
management of these funds. 

In brief, it does not necessarily follow that if a rural property is owned under a corporate entity, it is 
‘corporate farm’. It could be the case that a family-centred farming operation is executing legal and 
financial strategies which require land to be held within a corporate entity. 

Notwithstanding these caveats, the identification and mapping of land held under corporate title does 
have considerable merit. As a general rule, the proportion of corporate-titled land in a region would be 
expected to be positively correlated with the existence of large agricultural establishments. Hence, the 
exercise of mapping corporate-held agricultural land can act as a proxy for examining the geographies 
of large-scale agriculture. To explore these issues, NSW was put under the spotlight.55 As earlier 
noted, particularities in the structuring of the NSW land titles database enabled corporate ownership to 
be identified with relative ease. The state-wide summary of results is provided in Table 22. (This Table 
includes all those areas of NSW examined by this study, as outlined in Table 9, in Chapter Three.)  

 

Table 22. Area of rural land held under different forms of title, NSW, 2004-08 

 

Land held by 
Individuals 

Land held by 
companies 

Land held by 
Government 

Land held by 
Aboriginal 
organisations 

Land held by 
community 
organisations Total 

2004 76.24% 20.21% 2.82% 0.42% 0.30% 100.00% 

2005 75.81% 20.86% 2.64% 0.43% 0.25% 100.00% 

2006 75.63% 20.92% 2.68% 0.49% 0.27% 100.00% 

2007 74.52% 21.47% 3.34% 0.48% 0.18% 100.00% 

2008 73.60% 21.95% 3.79% 0.49% 0.17% 100.00% 

 

                                                      

55 Data and arguments relating to NSW discussed here are the joint product of this report’s authors and 
Jennifer Broadbent, who analysed this issue in the course of completing a Bachelor of International Studies 
(Honours) thesis at the University of Sydney, under the direct supervision of the project team responsible for 
this report. See Broadbent (2010) and Broadbent and Pritchard (2011). 
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The data in Table 22 indicate that approximately one-fifth of rural NSW was held under ownership by 
corporate entities during the study period. The proportion of corporate ownership increased slowly but 
steadily over this time. An increase in the relative share of Government-owned land during the study 
period is largely reflective of several significant acquisitions of land for National Park purposes. 
Figure 35 displays these data spatially.56 This map clearly illustrates several clusters of corporate-
owned rural land: 

• High proportions of corporate ownership in the Riverina, especially Conargo, Hay, Jerilderie 
and Murrumbidgee Shires. This reflects the very high participation of large land-based 
agribusiness firms in this area. The Macquarie Bank-owned Paraway Pastoral Company, for 
instance, has a network of five large properties in this region: Mungadal Station (Hay Shire), 
Steam Plains Station (Conargo Shire), Cooinbil Station (Murrumbidgee Shire), Pooginook 
Station (Jerilderie Shire) and The Bull’s Run Station (Wagga Wagga Regional City LGA) 
(Paraway Pastoral Company, 2012). 

• A second cluster of LGAs with high rates of corporate-owned land in the mining region of the 
Hunter Valley, incorporating Singleton, Upper Hunter, Muswellbrook and Liverpool Plains 
LGAs.  

• Relatively low rates of corporate-owned land in most inland and centre of the state, where 
family-based mixed cropping and grazing predominate. In LGAs such as Bland, Coolamon, 
Temora and Bogan, less than 11% of land is held under corporate title. (Compared to 
Murrumbidgee Shire, in the heart of the Riverina, where 54% of land is corporate-owned.) 

 

Figure 35. Percentage of rural land held in the name of corporate entities, by LGA, NSW 2004-
08 average 

 

                                                      

56 A problem with data corruption meant that the LGA map could not show the percentage share for 
Unincorporated NSW, Wollondilly and Wingecarribee. 
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Following the owner: Is it possible to use land title datasets to track the spatial 
dynamics of rural restructuring? 

As discussed in Chapter Two, an important attribute of a land parcels data frame is that ownership 
names are attached to spatially referenced land parcel information. This means that the owner of a land 
parcel, at a specific moment in time, can be identified. However, further to this, it means also that the 
collection of parcels under common ownership at different points in time can be tracked. Through this 
perspective, it is potentially possible to gain intriguing insights into the subtleties and nuances of rural 
restructuring. The relevance of this perspective is underscored by the theoretical arguments about rural 
land made in Chapter One. Wilson’s (2007; 2008) model of the multifunctional rural transition 
emphasises the non-determinant character of rural land ownership pathways. This means that the 
timing and precise nature of land ownership change is shaped by a complex interplay of factors 
operating within and across individual, household, community, regional, and national arenas. As 
Wilson contends, landholder decisions are temporally non-linear (there is not a single, unidirectional 
set of transitions from one form of land use to another); spatially heterogeneous (not all geographical 
localities are affected in similar ways by transitions) and structure-agent inconsistent (different 
geographical contexts provide different opportunities for individuals to act).  

It is relevant to return to these theoretical observations in order to explore an important potential 
research application and theme to emanate from this project. As noted earlier in this report, a defining 
element of the past few decades of rural restructuring in Australia has been the creation of multi-
locational farm enterprises. As farmers have sought to gain competitive advantages from economies of 
scale, composite amalgamations of land in different sites within and across LGAs have been 
constructed. As attested by Wilson’s model, spatially discontiguous multi-locational farm enterprises 
can owe their precise manifestations to specific intersections of time and space with land holder 
strategies. A particular property, for instance, might come on the market in the right place and at the 
right time to enable a landholder to execute a specific type of strategic expansion. Or, it may not, in 
which case a landholder may adapt her/his strategic aspirations consistent with an alternative pathway. 

Land title databases alone cannot reveal the nuance of farm strategies. However, they can provide the 
empirical ammunition for researchers to identify expanding farm businesses, map them, and 
potentially interview farm business principals as a follow-up methodology. As an exploratory step in 
this direction, a case study was undertaken of the spatial pattern of farm aggregation in Yorke 
Peninsular, SA, for the year 2004-05. Yorke Peninsular was selected because it is an archetypical case 
of a cropping-based agricultural heartland region. As part of the broadacre cropping belt, it is 
characterised by relatively low land ownership churn but relatively high rates of aggregation. From 
2004-08, its churn rate was consistently lower than either the South Australian state average or that for 
the region in which it is located (‘Yorke & Mid-North’) (Figure 36). Also, over this period 
aggregations constituted a full 56% of the area undergoing ownership change – one of the highest rates 
across the nation. In other words, in Yorke Peninsular, land comes up for sale at a slow rate, and when 
it does, there is high probability that a local will be the purchaser.  
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Figure 36. Ownership churn rate for Yorke Peninsular, 2004-08 

During 2004-05 there were 27 cases of rural land aggregation in Yorke Peninsular. Given the nature of 
this rural economy, it can reasonably be assumed that all of these were agriculturally motivated. (There 
is relatively little non-farming, amenity-based land activity in this LGA.) Figure 37 maps these 
aggregations. Because of the visual difficulties associated with portraying all 27 aggregations on the 
same map, these have been separated into three. In each map, parcels coloured black indicate the 
holding as of 1 January 2004, and those coloured red indicate the aggregated parcel during the 
remainder of the 2004 calendar year. To link the original and aggregated parcels, the new (aggregated) 
farm holdings have been lassoed. The maps indicate that of the 27 aggregations in Yorke Peninsular 
during 2004-05, some 16 (59%) involved the acquisition of contiguous parcels, and a further 6 (22%) 
involved the acquisition of parcels less than 10km from the existing holding. It was comparatively rare 
for aggregators to acquire land in distant parts of the Shire, although in three noteworthy cases 
(illustrated in the map on the bottom right of Figure 37), this involved the acquisition of parcels in the 
far south of the Peninsular, where (in terms of land use) there is a slightly greater incidence of grazing 
vis-a-vis cropping. 

It is important to note that this exploratory exercise involved one year only, in only one LGA. 
Nevertheless, the point of the exercise has been to illustrate the potential use of a land parcels data 
frame to ‘get inside’ the dynamics of rural change. To this end, the case of Yorke Peninsular opens 
new questions for assessment.  
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Figure 37. Existing landowners and the parcels they aggregated into their holdings, Yorke 
Peninsula, SA, 2004-05  
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Succession: how is land transferred across generations? 

Rural sociologists have long recognised the key role of the life-cycle processes of marriage, divorce, 
retirement and death in shaping the transformation of rural social landscapes (Cocklin and Dibden, 
2005). Moreover, the gradual ageing of the farm population and the related, often fraught, issue of 
inter-generational farm management and succession (Curtis et al., 2000; Gill 2008; Mann, 2007; Potter 
and Lobley, 2008), means that life cycle factors would be expected to be exerting an increasing 
influence in the overall ‘ownership churn’ in rural Australia. 

As noted in Chapter One, the most systemic attempt to assess the role of life cycle factors on the 
restructuring of the rural social landscape is Barr’s (2004) report for the ABS’s Australian Census 
Analytic Program. Barr’s method was to comparatively assess data from the Census of Population and 
Housing (CPH) and the Australian Agricultural Census (AAC), and on this basis, construct as model 
of entry and exit from farming. His key conclusions (inter alia) were: 

i. Over recent decades, the net exit rate of farming (number of persons entering farming less the 
number of persons leaving farming, as a proportion of the total farm population) has been 
approximately 1% per annum. According to Barr’s calculations, for much of the past two 
decades there have been approximately only 80 new entrants to farming for every 100 exits 
(2004: 55).57 

ii. Persons entering farming do so at increasingly later stages of their lives. For individuals 
growing up with a farming background, this seems to be the result of longer time spent in 
education, the greater capital requirements needed these days to run a farm, and the difficulties 
of working in family business. As Barr summarises the situation: “[T]he major form of entry is 
increasingly mid-career, rather than through informal family apprenticeship” (2004: 1). 
Additionally, there seems some evidence of individuals entering farming from other walks of 
life, as part of a semi-retirement life cycle strategy. Barr speculates on this point on account of 
the fact that average entry rates for farming are higher (and increasing most rapidly) in higher 
amenity rural zones, particularly in NSW and Victoria (2004: 23). 

iii. There is a notable tendency for existing farmers’ to ‘continue on’ farming into older age 
cohorts. It would seem that the increasing longevity of farmers’ occupational lives is 
connected to succession problems and the cultural pull of farming within individuals’ life-
worlds. Barr suggests that occupational decisions about farming in Australia in the 21st century 
are little different to the US in the 1960s, when the agricultural economist Marion Clawson 
observed: “men once fully committed to farming leave it reluctantly and slowly ...[and] young 
men refuse to enter farming as long as income prospects are poor (Clawson 1963, cited in Barr 
2004: 47). 

Barr’s research on this subject is usefully complemented by the RIRDC-funded research of Barclay et 
al (2007). Compared to the situation in other countries, farmers in Australia tend to farm into older 
ages, and only half of farmers surveyed by Barclay et al had nominated a successor, and rates of 
successor-nomination were especially low for farmers with relatively smaller farm sizes. In part, 
Barclay et al see this issue as derived from the cultural presumptions about farming as a way of life: 

The status of farming as an occupation where individualism, hard work and utilitarianism are 
highly valued means that retirement is not well regarded....  The present study found that most 
Australian farmers prefer semi-retirement. Most intended to move to town, which allows for 
continued involvement at various levels in the farm business. (Barclay et al, 2007: 62). 

                                                      
57 Barr adds considerable qualifications to these estimates, and notes that the inter-census period 1986-91 (in which exit 
rates spiked) appears an outlier result compared to recorded measures either side. 
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These insights inform the stylised model of the relationship between life cycle factors and rural land 
transactions illustrated in Figure 38. Clearly, this figure abbreviates life cycle factors to their simple 
form, portraying a farm ownership in nuclear family terms, without regard to the complexities of 
relationships with in-laws, siblings, non-family business partners, etc. Nevertheless, the circularity of 
the inter-generational process described in the figure brings into focus the linked roles of farmer 
ageing and exit. Clearly, farmers might ‘hang on’ to their occupational status well beyond a standard 
retirement age of 65, but at some stage, are forced to leave farming through either poor health or death. 

 

 

Figure 38. Stylised model of farm succession 

A crucial new insight provided in this research is the ability to measure the extent to which life cycle 
factors associated with the death of an owner drives the transfer and subsequent sale of rural land. To 
this end, data are assessed from rural NSW. The database of land titles used in NSW includes coding 
classifications that specify when the transfer of a parcel is associated with the death of an owner. In the 
database, an ‘ND’ (‘Notice of Death’) classification is attached to the land titles database upon the data 
custodian being notified by the Executor of an Estate that an owner has died and possession will pass 
to other persons already on the land title. Thus occurs, for example, when a husband and wife jointly 
own a parcel and one partner dies and the other inherits her/his share. In other cases, a ‘TA’ (Transfer 
Application) is appended to the record. This is when an owner dies and the parcel is transferred to 
another person not listed on the land title. So, to continue the above analogy, if the remaining 
husband/wife dies and in accordance with their Will the parcel is transferred to a son or daughter (who 
is not an existing owner), this would be recorded as a ‘TA’. 

For research purposes, the number of ‘ND’s and ‘TA’s in any one year can be used to infer the role of 
death-related succession in the overall rural land market. Our approach undertakes this task in the 
following way: (i) from the listing of all parcels measured as undergoing ‘ownership change’, parcels 
appended by an ‘ND’ or ‘TA’ notice were extracted, and (ii) the area of land covered by these parcels 
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was then compared against the total area of land under individual title (that is, not owned by 
companies, government interests, Indigenous or community groups) that has changed ownership. 58 

This method reveals that over the four years of the study period, death-related land transfers in rural 
NSW represented 12.1% of the total area of land held under individual title that changed ownership. 
Figure 39 illustrates the incidence of death-related land transfers in perspective of the wider dynamics 
of rural NSW land transactions.  

 

 

Figure 39. Proportion of land ownership change attributable to the deceased estates, NSW, 
annual average 2004-08 

 

Conclusion 
This chapter has presented two sets of core results from this project. Firstly, it has laid out headline 
findings from the national assessment of land titles data. Then, it examined applications of these data 
for specific research agendas. This second component of the chapter was itself divided into two 
discussions: examinations of land ownership churn in the context of rural land uses, and the discussion 
of land ownership data for social and economic research. These twin foci reflect the utility of a land 
titles data frame perspective for both environmental/ land management and for socio-economic 
research objectives. 

The three headline results from the research can be summarised thus: 

• Headline result 1: How much rural land changes hands each year? 
• Over the four-year period from 2004 to 2008, approximately 16.8% of rural land in the 

Australian ecumene changed ownership. 
• For the initial three years of this period, the churn rate remained within a narrow band, 

between 4.53% and 4.28% of all assessed land. In the final year of the assessment period, the 
churn rate dipped to 3.69%. 

• The more densely populated states of Tasmania, NSW and Victoria (but to a lesser extent) 
exhibited higher churn rates than the more sparsely populated states of Queensland, South 
Australia and Western Australia. Churn rates for Queensland and Western Australia fell 
considerably during the study period. 

                                                      
58 Note that in some cases, a ‘ND’ or ‘TA’ appendage might be associated with a parcel not changing hands. For example, if a 
husband and wife jointly own a parcel and one partner dies, ‘ND’ will be appended to the land title record but our 
methodology will not record this as a ‘change’ (because not more than 50% of owners have changed). 
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• Churn rates are the product of interplay of factors (both agricultural and non-agricultural) in 
the rural economy. During the study period, economic conditions in the agricultural sector 
tended to deteriorate, and this may explain the falling churn rate in Queensland, South 
Australia and Western Australia. In NSW, Tasmania and Victoria there tends to be a stronger 
pull of non-agricultural forces in the rural sector (attributable to rural residential, amenity and 
lifestyle uses, and the role of government purchases of rural land) and may have played a key 
role in cushioning churn rates from in the effects of a weak farm economy. 

 
 

• Headline result 2: What are the spatial characteristics of rural land ownership churn? 
• Examination of more than one million land parcels across 339 LGAs underlines the inherent 

geographical complexity in patterns of land ownership change. Individual LGAs fluctuate 
considerably from year to year, and sometimes display tendencies which seem to be quite at 
odds with their local and regional circumstances. This highlights the importance of local 
context, in a situation where (often shallow) markets for land ‘bounce around’ because of the 
effects of a few large transactions. 

• Notwithstanding these ‘noise’ effects, national data affirm relative stability (that is, relatively 
low churn rates) in the cropping belts of the eastern states and Western Australia; and a greater 
incidence of churn in drier areas further inland. These dynamics would seem to represent the 
incremental character of rural restructuring in Australia’s cropping heartland, and newer 
competition for land (from agricultural and non-agricultural sources) in the arid and semi-arid 
rangelands located to the north and interior of the cropping belt. 

 

• Headline result 3: What is the rate of rural land aggregation and fragmentation, and where is 
this occurring? 

• Estimations of rural land aggregation and fragmentation were made for 215 rural LGAs in the 
four south-eastern states of NSW, Victoria, South Australia and Tasmania. During the period 
2004-08, a total of 19.7 million hectares changed ownership in this area. Of this amount, 
29.65% (equivalent to 5.8 million hectares) was estimated to involve existing land owners 
increasing the sizes of their holdings (aggregation); 18.77% (equivalent to 3.7 million 
hectares) involved existing land owners reducing the size of their holdings (fragmentation), 
and, the remaining 51.57% (equivalent to 10.2 million hectares) simply involved a change in 
ownership arrangements with no observable implications for the sizes of existing holdings. 

• Victoria and South Australia displayed a higher incidence of aggregations as a proportion of 
total land transactions compared to NSW and Tasmania. 

• The incidence of aggregations tended to be relatively high in the cropping zones of the NSW 
western slopes, western Victoria and South Australia, especially the Yorke and Eyre 
Peninsulas. Aggregations were also relatively high in the South Australian Riverland and 
irrigated areas in the Murray, Goulburn and Campaspe catchments of northern Victoria; key 
wine districts (Clare, Barossa and Coonawarra) in South Australia, and the high rainfall dairy 
country along the coastal belt of Western Victoria. 

• Most LGAs close to the state capitals of Sydney, Melbourne and Adelaide exhibit relatively 
low incidences of aggregation. The fact that very few of these same LGAs exhibit relatively 
rates of fragmentation points to the fact that these peri-urban have a high incidence of 
‘changeovers’; namely, transfers in land titles involving newcomers to the LGA. 
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Are different agricultural land uses associated with varying rates of land ownership churn? 

This project has provided original insights into the question of whether trends in land ownership 
change are connected to patterns of rural land use. This challenging research problem can be addressed 
at two levels: at the national scale, using average regional churn rates, or at the scale of individual land 
parcels. 

• Examination of this question at the national scale utilised the concept of agricultural cluster 
regions employed in an earlier, broadly comparable, research activity by Neil Barr (2004). 
Each of the 339 LGAs examined in this project was manually classified in accordance with 
one of the 12 agricultural cluster regional categories used by Barr. This procedure revealed 
that the two agricultural cluster regions with the highest rates of rural land ownership churn 
were Closer Settled Grazing and Closer Settled Cropping, two regional clusters associated 
with more intense forms of land use competition (and found in central Victoria, the NSW 
Hunter Valley and Central West, the agriculturally rich landscapes west of Brisbane and in 
northern Tasmania, and areas close to Perth and Adelaide). The two agricultural cluster 
regions displaying the lowest rates of land ownership churn were found to be West Australian 
Cropping and the Central Rangelands. These results are generally consistent with broad 
insights from this research based on the analytical approaches discussed in the ‘Headline 
results’ section, above. 

• Connecting land ownership change to land use at the individual parcel level is potentially a 
much more insightful mode of analysis into this issue, however is accompanied by 
considerable methodological complications. Additionally, its veracity is subject to the 
accuracy of spatial land use data sets. Based on current, publically accessible data sets 
generated by Commonwealth and State agencies, This project deployed this approach in five 
case study regions. 

• Examination of five LGAs in North West NSW found that there was no obvious connection 
between the identified high rates of landowner aggregation in this region and the cotton 
industry. Other forms of cropping tended to exhibit relatively higher propensities for land 
ownership change. 

• During the study period, rural land ownership change in ten LGAs in the NSW Murrumbidgee 
displayed considerable diversity by geography and land use sector. This case underlines the 
importance of a sensitive use of scale in the analysis of land ownership change data. The 
selection of scale can shape patterns which come into view. This is highlighted in the 
differences between churn rates on land used for cropping at the regional level, and those at 
for the individual LGAs of Coolamon and Narrandera Shires. 

• The study of seven LGAs in peri-urban and closer settled South Australia found a relatively 
higher propensity for land ownership change in grazing lands (which in this context are mainly 
located relatively closer to Adelaide, in the Adelaide Hills, Playford and Barossa LGAs) and 
in horticulture (mainly vineyards). However in both these forms of land use, there was a 
relatively lower incidence of aggregations, and a relatively higher incidence of changeovers, 
reflecting the entry of new land owners. 

• Land titles data from seven LGAs in coastal north Queensland confound expectations that land 
used for sugar cultivation would have a high propensity for ownership churn. The churn rate 
for sugar lands across the region was only marginally higher than its share of total area. In the 
seven LGAs, land used for sugar accounted for 12.54% of assessed area, and 13.75% of land 
changing hands. Nevertheless, the study was able to reveal important local dynamics at work 
in the sector, with the experiences of LGAs in the south of the region quite different from 
those in the north. 
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• Examination of North West Victoria reveals the overall stability of land ownership in the 
dryland cropping and grazing belts, with more intense activity in irrigated grazing (dairy) and 
horticulture.  
 

Property size, corporate ownership, aggregation strategies, and succession 

The final major section of the chapter examined the social and economic formations of land 
ownership. A series of related questions were addressed: how do factors attached to property size, 
forms of ownership, spatial manifestations of aggregation, and issues connected with succession affect 
land ownership churn? 

• Data for 68 LGAs in WA’s rural South West and Wheatbelt for the period 2008-09 found that 
the average property size for this entire population was 632 hectares. Within this total number 
of properties, some 644 underwent a change in ownership. The average size of these properties 
changing hands was 787 hectares. Therefore, it can be said that across WA’s South West and 
Wheatbelt in 2008-09, rural properties changing hands were, on average, 24.5% larger than 
those across-the-board. 

• Interestingly, this overarching result was driven by the effect of transactions in LGAs 
relatively closer to Perth, especially in the South West. In the more distant LGAs of the 
Wheatbelt, the opposite pattern appeared to dominate. This provides tentative evidence of a 
process whereby smaller and less viable properties, on average, are more prone to acquisition. 

• Land titles databases can potentially play an informing role in debate on corporate and foreign 
ownership of rural land however there are limitations on the extent to which insightful 
analyses can be drawn from their information alone. Examination of the spatial patterns of 
land owned in the name of corporate entities in rural NSW reveals a series of clusters of 
corporate-owned rural land in the Riverina (especially Conargo, Hay, Jerilderie and 
Murrumbidgee Shires), and the mining region of the Hunter Valley (incorporating Singleton, 
Upper Hunter, Muswellbrook and Liverpool Plains LGAs). There is a relatively low rate of 
corporate-owned land in most inland and centre of the state, where family-based mixed 
cropping and grazing predominate. In LGAs such as Bland, Coolamon, Temora and Bogan, 
less than 11% of land is held under corporate title. 

• Land titles databases can also potentially be used for tracking the spatial strategies implicit 
within rural land aggregation. Preliminary examination of this issue in Yorke Peninsular, 
South Australia, suggests that there is a strong ‘neighbour effect’ in land aggregation, with 
more than half of all aggregations involving the acquisition of contiguous land parcels. 

• Examination of rural land ownership issues should not neglect the human dimension of 
change. Life cycle dynamics play a crucial role in explaining the background contexts for a 
large proportion of the sale and purchase of rural land across Australia. One important 
contribution a land parcel data frame can contribute to the examination of this issue is the 
calculation of the proportion of land changing hands as a result of deceased estates. 
Assessment of this question using data from NSW revealed that death-related land transfers in 
rural NSW represented 12.1% of the total area of land held under individual title that changed 
ownership. 
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Recommendations 
This Report has had three core objectives. Firstly, it has canvassed the conceptual and methodological 
viability of a national land titles data frame approach to the assessment of rural restructuring. 
Secondly, in establishing the first ever national spatially configured database of rural land ownership 
change, it has established foundational data which later analyses can use as authoritative benchmarks. 
Thirdly, it has used these data to explore dimensions of a research agenda that uses a rural land 
ownership perspective to answer key questions about the character of rural change. 

The conceptual and methodological issues associated with this field of inquiry are complex. 
Comprehensive digitisation of land titles and cadastral databases by custodian agencies is a relatively 
recent phenomenon, meaning that analysis of records that go back any earlier than the past decade is 
fraught with difficulty. As with any large digital records-based system, the technologies and software 
applications used by custodian agencies continue to evolve, so that full and accurate coverage of land 
ownership has been a work-in-progress across the different State jurisdictions. During the period 
covered by this research, there have been identifiable improvements in data quality in every State. 
Inter-Governmental and inter-agency working groups have also improved the overall coherence of 
data. Nevertheless, from a research perspective, data handling and structuring is not wholly consistent 
and gaps remain in data coverage. Hence the first recommendation of this research: 

Recommendation 1. There is a need for ongoing improvements in data quality and consistency 
within State Government custodian agencies, and for improved coherence between them, if the 
land parcels data frame approach is to meet its potential within rural research. These ‘back 
office’ issues have not been addressed explicitly in this project, however are integral to future 
efforts in this field. 

The challenge of improving data quality, however, rests not only with improvements to existing data 
sets. This research has emphasised the conceptual opaqueness surrounding relationships between the 
way rural land is legally titled, and the ways it is incorporated within rural establishments. The 
challenge of building better and more comprehensive land parcel data frames, thus, rests not only with 
custodian agencies, but with line Departments with stakes in the rural economy. Whilst noting 
previous efforts in this area by the former BRS, and current efforts by the ABS as part of its spatial 
science agenda it remains the case that the full potential of this field remains unfulfilled. Research and 
public sector management would be advanced if land titles databases were linked more 
comprehensively to cognate data sets relating to the operation of land properties and holdings. In this 
regard, efforts in Western Australia provide an exemplary case. The CPE system developed by 
DAFWA enables the legal titles on land parcels to be connected to documented evidence on ‘who 
actually uses’ the land. Linking these legal, operational and stewardship aspects of land potentially 
opens up new arenas for research and public administration. This overarching imperative gains weight 
given heightened public concern on economic issues relating to land ownership, environmental 
management and biosecurity. 

Recommendation 2. Further initiatives be undertaken to explore the potential development and 
application of nationwide systems which connect legal records of land title to operational 
information relating to ‘who actually uses the land’. 

The two recommendations enunciated above concern data provision. From a researcher perspective, 
however, the provisioning of data is merely a means to an end. Data is useful only inasmuch as it 
provides material for the testing of hypotheses. As a first step in this direction, this current project 
delimited its temporal concern from 2004 to 2008. The year 2004 was chosen as a beginning point for 
this research based on advice from some custodian agencies that data quality issues made earlier 
assessment unreliable. However, with the essential capability of a land parcels data frame approach 
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proven by this project, there are strong grounds to extend the analysis forward. The robustness of 
findings from this current project has obviously been circumscribed by the fact that it has covered only 
four annual periods. Extension of the data generated by this project into a longer time series would add 
valuable perspective and confidence to findings presented here. Moreover, extension of the time series 
could, over the years, lead to an annual release of data that charts trends on an LGA-by-LGA basis 
across Australia. 

Recommendation 3. Extend the data collection effort initiated by this research into a longer-
term time series, which eventually would form the basis of an annual publication. 

A longer time series frame would provide the basis for more thorough understandings of pathways of 
change in rural land ownership. Chapter One employed Holmes’ (2006) model of rural occupance 
zones to discuss transitions from one form of ownership and occupance to another (see Figure 1). 
Being able to document the qualitative nature of land ownership change (which types of landowners 
are selling to which types of buyers) plays a crucial role in understanding inter-connections between 
economic, social and environmental change in rural Australia. Recent research has argued that such 
perspectives – what can be called an evolutionary approach towards the analysis of rural land and 
communities (Tonts et al., 2011) – are key to full appreciation of rural futures.  

Recommendation 4. Land ownership change data be used to document pathways of change in 
rural Australia; which types of landowners are selling to which types of buyers. 

Pursuit of a ‘pathways of change’ perspective on rural land implies the enactment of research 
programs which use spatial statistics drawn from land ownership change datasets as ‘targeting 
apparatus’ for qualitative (interview-based) methodologies. Data such as that produced by this research 
can identify the regions and land uses associated with particular characteristics of change, and the 
actual landowners involved in this change. But data alone cannot provide comprehensive answers to 
many of the ‘why’ questions about rural restructuring; why landholders acted the way they did. The 
research platform charted in this project sets out a way forward for this agenda. Following on from the 
work of Johnsen (2004) (see Figure 2) there are important questions to be asked about what role the 
purchase and sale of land plays in the way farmers respond to changing conditions. Insights along 
these lines would greatly enhance understandings of rural restructuring, and especially, farmer exit. 
With an ageing farmer population, these issues take on pressing socio-economic significance. 

A pathways of change approach has particularly poignancy for amenity-based farming landscapes, 
where agriculture as a form of land use is in direct competition with non-agricultural land uses. This 
research has documented the incidence of land fragmentation across rural Australia, however has 
touched only the margins of this complex subject. Of great relevance is the question of how the 
regulatory regimes associated with town and country planning intersect with these processes. At 
present, there is no comprehensive evidence on the relationships between regulatory changes (say, 
changes in minimum lot sizes) and the incidence of land ownership change and the fragmentation of 
existing holdings. This issue, it need not be emphasised, has crucial significance for the future of 
Australia’s rural landscapes. Recent initiatives by the NSW Government to identify and protect 
Strategic Agricultural Land underline public policy concerns around this issue. 

Recommendation 5. Data generated by this project be extended and employed to investigate the 
inter-relationships between regulatory change and rural landholding fragmentation. 

The fragmentation of rural land has a counterpoint in the tendency for land to be aggregated into larger 
holdings. This research has found that aggregation accounts for approximately 30% of the land 
ownership change activity in rural Australia. Moreover, it varies appreciably across different 
geographic regions of the country. An important question accompanying this process is the spatial 
manifestations of aggregation. Is it the case that aggregation is creating multi-location agricultural 
enterprises, or is it primarily concerned with ‘buying out the neighbours’. Preliminary exploration of 
these issues in Yorke Peninsular presented in this Report could form the basis for further 
investigations. This is an important issue because it suggests vastly different implications for the 
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manner in which farmers in the future will need to manage their properties. Running a distant 
collection of properties has different labour and management implications than does running a large, 
but contiguous (or nearly contiguous) farm. 

Recommendation 6. Research leads provided by this project be explored further, in order to 
assess the spatial manifestations of rural land aggregation, and the implications of this for farm 
management. 

This project has identified clear relationships between trends in land ownership change and 
agricultural land use. The production of land use datasets by the Commonwealth and the States is 
ongoing, and as this occurs, spatial data will become more accurate. This project has demonstrated a 
framework for examining these inter-connections, via a series of case studies. A comprehensive, 
national approach to this research problem would enable larger scale assessment of this important 
question. 

Recommendation 7. Initiatives be undertaken to generate a national scale assessment of the 
connections between agricultural land use and land ownership change, based on newer 
ownership change data sets (see Recommendation 3) and newer land use spatial datasets. 
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