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Foreword
Rural landscape demographics are changing and this is leading to greater complexity and
heterogeneity in rural occupancy. Small lifestyle farmers are the dominant emergent client base
moving into regional areas and are motivated by a variety of non-traditional agricultural drivers. There
is a need to engage with this sector to build their capacity within natural resource management.
The long-term goal of the project is to begin to facilitate sustainable land management on small rural
properties through greater landholder participation in natural resource management extension
programs. This will be achieved as a result of improved understanding of the needs of the small
lifestyle farm sector and aligning these needs towards best practices in extension and training.
It is imperative that government is kept abreast with the changing nature of rural landscapes in order to
improve policy and extension programs to ensure the sustainability of these regional areas.
This report provides insights that will assist service providers such as public and private extension
program managers, funders and representatives of government at all levels to more effectively connect
with small lifestyle farmers, an emerging new client base.
The report’s main findings relate to the:
• location
• characteristics and
• preferred training needs of the small lifestyle farm sector.
National, State and Local Government agencies and service providers need to better consider the
possible trajectories of this change and to develop a unified approach to policy and extension that
promotes more sustainable land-use.
This project was funded through the Cooperative Venture for Capacity Building in Rural Industries
which is made up of the research and development corporations: Australian Wool Innovation; Cotton
Research and Development Corporation; Dairy Australia; Grains Research and Development
Corporation; Grape and Wine Research and Development Corporation; Horticulture Australia
Limited; Land & Water Australia; Meat & Livestock Australia; Murray-Darling Basin Commission;
Rural Industries Research and Development Corporation; Sugar Research and Development
Corporation; and the Australian Government Department of Agriculture, Fisheries and Forestry.
This report is an addition to RIRDC’s diverse range of over 1600 research publications which can be
viewed and freely downloaded from our website www.rirdc.gov.au. Information on the CVCB is
available online at http://www.rirdc.gov.au/capacitybuilding/.

Peter O’Brien
Managing Director
Rural Industries Research and Development Corporation

iii

Acknowledgments
Firstly, we would like to thank the Rural Industries Research and Development Cooperation for
recognising the importance of the research and the Co-operative Venture for Capacity Building and
participating agencies.
We would like to thank our colleagues within the Department of Primary Industries, Practice Change
group, for their advice on drafts of this report, in particular Carolyn Cameron, Fiona Johnson and
Roger Wilkinson. We are also indebted to Kirsty Fenton, Julie Francis and Angie Grills for their help
during the project and Andrew Ross for his assistance in editing the document. We would also like to
thank John McKenzie, Dr Roslyn Prinsley Dr Brian Furze and David Marland who provided guidance
and support for this study. Finally, we would like to thank all the landholders and extension staff that
gave up their time to participate in interviews, focus groups and surveys.

Abbreviations
ABS

Australian Bureau of Statistics

ABARE

Australian Bureau of Agriculture Resource Economics

ARIA

Accessibility/Remoteness Index of Australia

EVAO

Estimated Value of Agricultural Production

SLA

Statistical Local Area

USDA

United States Department of Agriculture

iv

Contents
Foreword ............................................................................................................................................... iii
Acknowledgments................................................................................................................................. iv
Abbreviations........................................................................................................................................ iv
List of figures ..................................................................................................................................... vi
List of tables ....................................................................................................................................... vi
Executive summary ............................................................................................................................. vii
Introduction ........................................................................................................................................... 1
What is a small lifestyle farmer? ......................................................................................................... 1
Rural landscape change ....................................................................................................................... 1
The challenge ...................................................................................................................................... 2
Project outline ..................................................................................................................................... 2
Structure of report ............................................................................................................................... 3
Methodology .......................................................................................................................................... 4
Project rationale................................................................................................................................... 4
Methods............................................................................................................................................... 6
Summary of project engagement......................................................................................................... 8
Data analysis ....................................................................................................................................... 9
Where are the small lifestyle farmers?.............................................................................................. 10
Changing places ................................................................................................................................ 10
Data sources ...................................................................................................................................... 11
A national snapshot ........................................................................................................................... 12
The study area ................................................................................................................................... 17
Discussion ......................................................................................................................................... 24
Summary ........................................................................................................................................... 28
Key messages .................................................................................................................................... 29
Discussion of results ............................................................................................................................ 30
Location drivers................................................................................................................................. 30
Land-use drivers ................................................................................................................................ 33
Views, values and land management................................................................................................. 36
Making sense of the diversity............................................................................................................ 46
Summary ........................................................................................................................................... 47
Key messages .................................................................................................................................... 47
Implications.......................................................................................................................................... 49
Extension and learning ...................................................................................................................... 49
Learning approaches and extension pathways .................................................................................. 52
Improving extension pathways to the sector ..................................................................................... 60
Summary ........................................................................................................................................... 72
Key messages .................................................................................................................................... 73
Recommendations ............................................................................................................................... 74
Where to from here?.......................................................................................................................... 74
Location in the landscape .................................................................................................................. 74
Location in the landscape .................................................................................................................. 75
Characteristics of the sector .............................................................................................................. 75
Extension pathways........................................................................................................................... 76
Which model will work best?............................................................................................................ 77
Key messages .................................................................................................................................... 78
Recommendations ............................................................................................................................. 80
Appendices ........................................................................................................................................... 81
Appendix A: Accessibility/Remoteness Index of Australia (ARIA)................................................. 81
Appendix B: semi-structured interview format and questions .......................................................... 84

v

Appendix C: Small farms across Australia ....................................................................................... 86
Appendix E: Bioregions in north-east Victoria ................................................................................. 95
Appendix F: Cropping in Indigo Shire.............................................................................................. 97
Appendix G: ALUM Classifications for north-east Victoria ............................................................ 98
Appendix H: Service providers survey.............................................................................................. 99
Appendix I: The role of local governments in service provision .................................................... 103
Appendix J: Small farms and extension in the United States of America....................................... 104
Glossary.............................................................................................................................................. 106
References .......................................................................................................................................... 108

List of Figures
Figure 1. Local Government Areas (LGAs) in the study district. ......................................................... 17
Figure 2. Total percentage of farms defined by size (hectares) in north-east Victoria. ........................ 18
Figure 3. Total area of land occupied by small lifestyle farms compared to commercial operations in
north-east Victoria......................................................................................................................... 18
Figure 4. Land form units of the study area. ......................................................................................... 19
Figure 5. Bioregions in the study area................................................................................................... 20
Figure 6. Land use in the study area...................................................................................................... 21
Figure 7. The value of agriculture in north-east Victoria across five LGAs. ........................................ 21
Figure 8. Article from a local newspaper in the study region highlighting community tension around
the small lifestyle farm sector (Higgins 2004). ............................................................................. 23
Figure12. Conceptual model of the external factors affecting extension practice and organisation. .... 51
Figure13. Current information pathways that the sector is utilising. .................................................... 53

List of Tables
Table 2.1. The number of participants involved in the consultative phase of the research..................... 9
Table 3.1. Summary of characteristics of the main data sets. ............................................................... 12
Table 3.2. The number of SLAs (that have farming operations) across Australia with the percentage
of farm operations that are small lifestyle farms. .......................................................................... 13
Table 3.3. Total number of small lifestyle farms in each state according to EVAO............................. 13
Table 3.4. Number of SLAs dominated (50% or more) by small lifestyle farms overlayed with the
Area Remoteness Index of Australia............................................................................................. 14
Table 3.5. Characteristics of the small lifestyle farm sector. ................................................................ 22
Table 5.1. Methods and media that are classified under the transfer of technology theory (Black
2000).............................................................................................................................................. 54
Table 5.2. Methods and media that are classified under formal or structured education (Black 2000). 55
Table 5.3. Methods and media that are classified one-to-one advice or information exchange (Black
2000).............................................................................................................................................. 57
Table 5.4. Methods and media that are classified as participatory approaches (Black 2000). .............. 59

vi

Executive summary
What the report is about
In recent years there has been a wave of new buyers of agricultural land around the fringes of urban
districts and in attractive rural landscapes in parts of Australia. These new arrivals—referred to in this
report as small lifestyle farmers—are changing the demographics of these areas. Small lifestyle
farmers, with their predominantly urban backgrounds, are likely to have different values and
aspirations compared with those of their traditional farming neighbours. In parts of the rural landscape,
traditional farmers are now a minority rural landholder group.
`

We know little about what the consequences of these changes will be for managing landscapes and the
related challenges for extension programs. But there are compelling reasons for, and significant
interest in, improving extension delivery mechanisms to increase engagement opportunities with the
expanding number of small lifestyle farmers. These include:
New small lifestyle
• uncertainties about their potential impacts on the environment
farmers with urban
• implications for market access and biosecurity
backgrounds are likely
• the need to work towards achieving community cohesion in areas
to have different values
where the potential for conflict is increasing
and aspirations
• uncertainties about the impacts on agricultural development
compared with those of
their traditional farming
• the need to inject the views of small lifestyle farmers into strategies
neighbours.
for regional development.

Who is the report targeted at?
This research has provided insights that will assist service providers such as public and private
extension program managers, funders and representatives of government at all levels to more
effectively connect with small lifestyle farmers—an emerging new client base.
Those living in these changing rural areas—both traditional farmers and small lifestyle farmers—will
benefit indirectly through an increase in community cohesion as extension providers pay more
attention to the increasingly diverse needs of these areas.

Aims
This project aimed to find out more about the small lifestyle farm sector and its extension needs, and
how best to meet these needs. The research questions included:
•
•
•
•
•

Where is the small lifestyle farm sector located? Is its location important?
What are the characteristics, views and values of small lifestyle farmers that may influence land
management decisions and participation in extension programs?
What are their training needs and preferences in relation to natural resource management?
What information sources do they access and why?
What linkages are appropriate for improving delivery mechanisms to the small lifestyle farm
sector?

Methods used
Currently there is no clear definition of a small lifestyle farmer. For this study small lifestyle farmers
were identified as having a:
• rural property between 5–100 hectares
• low Estimated Value of Agricultural Operations (EVAO).
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North-east Victoria was chosen as the study area.
Small lifestyle farmers and new entrants to land management are difficult to access, as generally they
are not well linked to social or agricultural industry networks. Researchers used a mix of quantitative
and qualitative research techniques to reach this sector. The quantitative component included mapping
the sector and using questionnaires. Researchers used qualitative methods such as semi-structured
interviews, focus groups, workshops and specialised field day activities to contact more than 620 key
consultees representing service providers (public and private) and the small lifestyle farm sector.

Findings
Location of small lifestyle farmers and the consequences of where they are
located
Small lifestyle farmers choose their locations for amenity and convenience, not because they are
places where they can maximise their income. They favour attractive landscapes with the defining
features being a mixture of hills and mountains, desirable climate, the presence of water bodies (either
fresh or coastal) and close proximity to services. The mix of these biophysical features is often in
ecologically sensitive regions, or areas prone to environmental degradation. There is some distinct
settlement patterns of small lifestyle farmers: across the eastern coast of Australia, from Melbourne
through to Rockhampton, and around the fringes of Adelaide, Perth, Fremantle and other larger
regional centres.
With the increase in small lifestyle farmers the population of rural Australia is becoming increasingly
diverse. The different values, attitudes, aspirations and practices of new and traditional constituencies
need to be acknowledged and understood, otherwise conflicts between small lifestyle farmers and their
traditional farming neighbours will be inevitable.

Characteristics of small lifestyle farmers
Diversity is the most striking characteristic of the small lifestyle farm sector. Small lifestyle farmers
hold a variety of different values towards land management.
In general, small lifestyle farmers lack farming experience and have poor knowledge about and
interest in land management issues. If this is not addressed in the short term, poor land management
practice is likely to continue with less attention being paid to environmental issues such as weeds and
soil health.
The diversity of views and values towards land management held by
small lifestyle farmers is strongly associated with their personal drivers
for purchasing a small lifestyle farm and their unique social
backgrounds. Generally, they are new entrants to farming and land
management and have low levels of practical and technical knowledge.
The sector is also characterised by time constraints (largely due to offfarm employment) and this may vary in accordance to their stage of life.
Small lifestyle farmers are often poorly connected to industry and
agricultural networks.

Diversity is the most
striking characteristic of
the small lifestyle farm
sector. Small lifestyle
farmers hold a variety of
different values towards
land management.

The research identified three different types of small lifestyle farmer, each with their own needs:




‘green’ small lifestyle farmer: these strongly value the environment as being important, and caring
for a piece of land was the primary motivator for purchase
‘lifestyle’ small lifestyle farmer: their purchase of land is strongly driven by lifestyle - to be out of
the ‘rat race’, to have an open space for their children, or to be able to grow produce for their own
consumption
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‘beginning farming’ small lifestyle farmer: these may reside on or off the land - their purchase of
land is primarily driven by the desire to be ‘farming’.

Training needs
The researchers asked small lifestyle farmers about their training needs. These needs fell into three
broad categories:
Getting started/reality check
• local agricultural services: what is available and who is trustworthy
• information on fair prices for goods and services (for example, fencing and/or plant tubestock)
• information for prospective buyers, so they have a better idea of what they are getting into (for
example, the weeds that might not be visible until livestock are removed, the costs of
establishing infrastructure and the long time lag until such investments pay off)
• infrastructure requirements (for example, proximity of abattoirs that can service the producer’s
needs).
Business management
• skills to establish workable cooperatives with other small lifestyle farmers
• diversification opportunities and feasible niche enterprise options for small properties
• specific enterprise issues, for example, livestock health, olive processing, orchard protection
from birds and pasture species recognition
• organic, environmentally friendly and alternative management strategies
• drought management and recovery (pasture recovery, feeding)
• tax issues such as registering as an agricultural business and obtaining the supporting
documentation
• selling and marketing.
Conservation and environment
• understanding the grants/assistance available for land management activities
• management of bushland
• pest management (for example, weed identification, reasons why weeds should be controlled, the
need to follow up the next year, alternative methods for weed control)
• strategies to keep grass down on properties with no livestock
• management of plants and wildlife in drought.

Training preferences
There is no one preferred method for extension. A mix of extension models will be required to
improve sustainable land management in the small lifestyle farm sector. However, some mechanisms
are more appropriate and effective depending on the level of experience of a small lifestyle farmer or
the intervention required for responsible land management.
Targeted field days and print media are important components of delivery mechanisms. Small lifestyle
farmers need technical information repackaged so they can understand it.
Formal or structured education and training are infrequently accessed by small lifestyle farmers.
However, there are some educational providers that are beginning to recognise and cater for the needs
of the sector. Small lifestyle farmers that are more likely to participate are those planning to be, or
already, involved in a niche industry. Time is a limiting factor in attending these courses, with retiree
small lifestyle farmers more likely to attend.
Small lifestyle farmers expressed a desire for one-to-one extension. However, agricultural consultants
were generally not used by the sector due to cost. Private contractors promoting a service to the sector
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were regularly engaged. Small lifestyle farmers commonly ask local agribusiness merchandise stores
for advice.
Participatory-based approaches involving landholders in problem definition, co-learning and localised
problem solving were favoured by the sector. In the study area, Landcare has been a successful
approach to help facilitate responsible land management. Personal contact, local information, practical
learning and appropriate timing were considered to be important elements.
Small lifestyle farmers favoured group extension models for
farmer integration and co-learning. Industry-based extension
specialists felt that it was inappropriate to specifically target the
sector. In contrast, conservation-based specialists felt that it was
important to specifically target the sector.

Small lifestyle farmers do
not share the same
professional networks as
more traditional
landowners. Nonetheless,
networks play an important
role in the transfer of land
management information.

Small lifestyle farmers do not share the same professional
networks as more traditional landowners. Some small lifestyle
farmers will not value the information sourced from advocates of
particular practices because they do not share a similar worldview or the same personal values about
farming. Nonetheless, networks play an important role in the transfer of land management information
to the sector. Networks are developed at community events, across organisations and across the
neighbour’s fence. Social alliances with other landowners play an important role in co-learning about
natural resource management.

Delivering extension and other land management programs to the small
lifestyle farm sector
Extension managers and funders need to:
•
•
•
•
•
•

explore ways of exchanging information through more persuasive forms of extension: this is
needed to influence the views and values of some small lifestyle farmers towards land
management
acknowledge the social diversity of the small lifestyle farm sector and what is important to small
lifestyle farmers: this will help to build extension pathways and influence delivery mechanisms
build networks: these will help to exchange knowledge and improve communication between
small lifestyle farmers and traditional farmers
provide local place-based information: local information is required in a format that caters for
different needs of those in the small lifestyle farm sector
adopt collaborative approaches: participatory approaches are more likely to succeed in connecting
with small lifestyle farmers.
build flexibility into program planning and development: new extension programs will need to be
flexible and recognise socio-demographic change in rural areas.

Recommendations
Overall, the research recommends that:

Extension models and
links between
organisations that
recognise the value of the
small lifestyle farm sector
will become more
important for NRM and
sustainable regional
development.

•

Statistical data frameworks that describe the ‘farms’ sector need
to be improved to more accurately capture the extent of the small
lifestyle farm sector.

•

Extension practitioners need further training to target the small
lifestyle farm sector. This may include improving understanding
of conflict resolution, network building, and the drivers and views/values of the sector that
influence private landowners’ decision-making processes.
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•

Small lifestyle farmers need to be specifically targeted for environmental outcomes. Sustainable
land management is complex and requires the interaction and participation of a wide variety of
stakeholders at the local and regional scales.

•

All levels of government need to be aware of the location of the small lifestyle farm sector within
agricultural landscapes, and the potential issues associated with land use in regional communities.

In summary, extension models and links between organisations that recognise the value of the small
lifestyle farm sector will become increasingly important for natural resource management and
sustainable regional development.
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Introduction
What is a small lifestyle farmer?
Currently there is no clear definition of a small lifestyle farmer. In previous research (Aslin & Mazur
2005; Barr et al. 2005; Houston 2003; Colman et al. 2002) small lifestyle farmers have been referred
to as hobby farmers, part-time farmers, small farmers, peri-urban landholders, greenies and Collins
Street farmers. Landowners’ aspirations, property size and enterprise scale, level of assets involved
and the level of annual sales have been used to classify farms. Consequently, the research team
adopted a broad definition to try to accommodate the differences associated with the sector. For this
study we have broadly defined a small lifestyle farm as:
•
•

A rural property between 5 and 100 hectares
having a low Estimated Value of Agricultural Operations (EVAO).

It became apparent during initial discussions with those in the small lifestyle farm sector that land
occupancy is primarily linked to well-being and lifestyle. The majority of their income is generated
from a non-farm source.

Rural landscape change
There has been a wave of new settlers on agricultural land in and around peri-urban districts in recent
years. Rural landscape demographics and land management approaches have changed in response to
the increasing demand for small lifestyle farms in regional and coastal areas. This rapid change that is
occurring in parts of Australia presents new challenges and opportunities for natural resource
management delivery mechanisms. These changes in rural land ownership, including the reduction in
the number of large farm businesses, increases in small property ownership and decreased dependency
on farm income, are not unique to Australia (Barr 2003; Friedland 2002).
In response to this socio-demographic change, the boundary between small lifestyle farms and fully
commercial operations has been shifting. The impact of this change is a transformation in many parts
of traditional rural Australia. There has been a blurring of the distinction between rural and urban
(Aslin 2004). Descriptive terms such as ‘rural’ and ‘country’ are increasingly becoming separated
from ‘production’ and ‘agriculture’. The trend of increasing interest in rural land purchase for lifestyle
rather than solely for agricultural production is occurring across Australia and in many other western
nations. This socio-demographic profile change has been described as the development of a postproductivist or multifunctional countryside (Potter & Simmons 2003). In Australia more than a decade
ago, high amenity areas attracting small lifestyle farm settlement were identified as significant sites of
population expansion. These occurred all along the eastern and south-eastern coasts, as well as to a
lesser extent on the south-western coast (Maher & Stimson 1994; Nelson 1990).
Rural peri-urban regions are acknowledged as key regions for sustainable development and population
growth due to changing lifestyle aspirations and close proximity to employment and services
(McKenzie 1996; Barr et al. 2005). These regions can be described as rural districts under the
influence of urban property markets. There are 36 000 non-commercial farms, which occupy nearly 17
million hectares of agricultural land; however, their contribution to the agricultural economy is
relatively small (ABS 2002). Family farming has been the traditional rural land use since European
settlement. The number of family farms in Australia halved over a 40-year period from 1961 to 2001
yet they account for 90 per cent of the total value of agricultural production (ABS 2002). Subdivision
and purchase of rural land by non-farmers appears to have become more common. Consolidation of
family farms and the exit of non-commercial farmers have provided opportunities for new landowner
entrants. In some rural districts small lifestyle farmers are responsible for the management of most of
the private land and outnumber commercial farmers. The estimated total area of landscape used for
agricultural activity in Australia is 447 million hectares, or 58 per cent of the total land area. Small
commercial farms occupy five per cent of total agricultural land and represent two per cent of the
1

agricultural output (Nelson et al. 2004). The number of small properties with a low gross value of
production is currently not captured within the Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS) framework.
These are mostly rural residential holdings or small lifestyle farms. Their aggregated land holding is
significant, and probably includes many highly sensitive environments in high rainfall, coastal and
peri-urban regions.

The challenge
Socio-demographic change in parts of rural Australia has major implications for agricultural
production, natural resource management and environmental protection. New small lifestyle farmers
with urban backgrounds are likely to have different values and aspirations from that of their traditional
farming neighbours. In parts of the rural landscape traditional farmers are now a minority rural
landholder group. The small lifestyle farm sector has largely been ignored in government agency
extension programs and networks. The aspirations and lifestyle choices of people in urban and rural
areas will directly affect decisions about future land and water use. There are compelling reasons for,
and significant interest in, improving extension delivery mechanisms to increase engagement
opportunities with the expanding number of small lifestyle farmers, these being:
•
•
•
•
•

potential impact on the environment
market access and biosecurity risk
conflict resolution
agricultural development
continual development of regional areas.

Project outline
This study has been primarily explorative, qualitative and descriptive of the small lifestyle farm sector
in order to build knowledge to improve delivery mechanisms and engagement strategies for
sustainable rural property management.
The aims of the project were to:
•
•
•
•

develop new knowledge and understanding of the small lifestyle sector to improve delivery
mechanisms
improve awareness of the views and values of small lifestyle farmers and their environmental
information/training needs
improve understanding of the characteristics of the sector to identify how industry and natural
resource management extension programs and practices could be developed and/or modified
develop new knowledge of the mechanisms to assist in the development of appropriate
environmental information/training to effectively engage the sector in natural resource
management through recognition of its role in land stewardship.

The project explored the spatial location of small lifestyle farmers initially at a national scale based on
aggregated statistical data sourced from the ABS. This provided a broad representation of the location
of the sector across the Australian landscape based on economic attributes. However, it fails to capture
the diversity of small lifestyle farmers, notably their values and aspirations for land ownership and
management. Victoria’s north east was selected as a study area to explore the social characteristics of
the sector at the regional and catchment scale.
The study area was selected because it is experiencing significant social landscape change in response
to unprecedented demand for small lifestyle farm properties, and is a highly valued agricultural and
environmental area. Small lifestyle farmers are the dominant rural landholder group. Demographic
mapping using local government property size data provided a detailed illustration of land ownership
in the region. This report is a reflection on the trends and extension challenges of targeting and
engaging the sector. A range of small lifestyle farmers and public and private service providers were
2

consulted. This report scans current issues and characteristics of the small lifestyle farm sector to build
awareness for improved extension delivery mechanisms and practice in natural resource management.
Analysis is based on qualitative and quantitative data collected from the study area.

Structure of report
This report is divided into two parts. Part I of the report is based around the following research
questions:
•
•
•
•

What is the extent of the small lifestyle sector in Australia?
What are the characteristics of small lifestyle farmers and what are the drivers that are most likely
to influence successful delivery mechanisms?
Why do extension practitioners and policy makers need to be aware of, understand and engage
with small lifestyle land managers?
What are the principles for improving delivery mechanisms to the small lifestyle farm sector?

Part II of this report provides insights from a national forum convened by the research team in July
2005 to share learning on rural landscape change and the emerging challenges for extension. The
forum was designed to capture new knowledge as part of the project and to explore engagement
strategies and capacity building opportunities for the small lifestyle farm sector.

3

Methodology
Project rationale
Traditionally, we think of the ‘farm’ sector as large-scale commercial family farm operations or large
corporate operations. The continuum of research, development and extension provided by government
and industry supports productivity and sustainable farming systems. In parts of the rural landscape the
small lifestyle farm sector is a growing force of landowners and managers. The sector is recognised as
an important part of rural communities and offers opportunities for industry development, community
development and improved natural resource management outcomes.
The diversity of the sector brings challenges to extension delivery mechanisms. This new group of
landowners is likely to be poorly engaged in current extension programs. Their extension needs are
likely to be different from that of their traditional commercial farm neighbours, and their values and
aspirations are likely to be much more diverse. This broadens the scope of the extension audience and
engagement strategies. The challenges for government and other service providers will be to rethink
natural resource management extension approaches that effectively target and engage the sector.
This research aims to provide insights that will assist service providers to more effectively connect
with this new client base to meet society’s environmental expectations. To find out how to improve the
engagement of the sector, the researchers asked the following questions:
•
•
•
•
•

Where is the small lifestyle farm sector located? Is its location important?
What are the characteristics, views and values of small lifestyle farmers that may influence land
management decisions and participation in extension programs?
What are the training needs and preferences to improve natural resource management?
What information sources are being accessed and why?
What linkages are appropriate for improved delivery mechanisms?

The research team applied social research methods and theory in addressing the research questions and
developing the project approach. There are several important assumptions that underpin the research
approach:
•
•
•
•
•
•

•
•
•

Rural landscapes in many regions have been experiencing, and will continue to experience, rapid
land-use change and potential land-use conflicts in response to increasing numbers of small
lifestyle farms.
It is likely that small lifestyle farmers are primarily driven by well-being and lifestyle preferences
rather than agricultural productivity.
The needs of the small lifestyle farm sector have not been specifically recognised or targeted in
environmental and natural resource management policy and extension at the regional and
catchment scale.
Knowledge is culturally and socially constructed. It is associated with the social, political,
geographical, historical and community context in which an individual exists.
Small lifestyle farmers may not share the same views or values as larger families towards land
management. The notion of what is good land management is associated with an individual’s
unique past and experiences.
Conflicts surrounding land planning, land use and appropriate natural resource management
practices within farming communities will continue. The sector may also represent a biosecurity
threat to agricultural markets if it is unaware or fails to comply with its land management
responsibilities.
Small lifestyle farmers who do not have farming backgrounds may be disparaged by full-time
farmers and their advisers.
Key informants for this study (service providers and small lifestyle farmers) are experts and
holders of legitimate knowledge in and about their own context.
Delivery mechanisms will be able to be improved through a better understanding of the sector.
4

The project approach to address the research questions involved the following main steps.

Establish the location of the sector
The first task was to determine the spatial distribution of the small lifestyle farm sector and natural
resource management issues associated with its location. The researchers did this using sociodemographic mapping (based on available data on property size and economic production parameters)
and geographical information systems detailing land use, biophysical features and natural resource
management issues. They also reviewed the literature on changing rural social landscapes.

Select study area
North-east Victoria was chosen as the study area for the research because it:
•
•
•
•
•

is generally representative of other lifestyle and scenic amenity locations in Australia where small
lifestyle farmers are the numerically dominant private landholder group
has a high density and clustering of small properties that adjoin large commercial operations
is in strong demand for small lifestyle farming properties
has land-use conflicts and tensions between traditional commercial farmers, new small lifestyle
farmers and local government planning
is a region which has minimal engagement in government agency-based extension programs.

Develop research framework and review extension
The researchers developed a framework to improve understanding of the small lifestyle farm sector
and extension. This included reviewing extension models (transfer of technology, formal or structured
education, one-to-one advice and information exchange, and participatory approaches) to underpin the
selection of appropriate mixes and applicability. Secondary data was also analysed including
newspapers, brochures and web pages to provide insights into the usefulness of various extension
methods. The researchers gauged preferred extension delivery pathways of the small lifestyle farm
sector through pilot questionnaires. They investigated land management issues that small lifestyle
farmers considered important through questionnaires to guide the consultative phase of the research.

Consult extension providers and small lifestyle farmers
The consultative phase was the crux of the project, engaging with both extension providers and small
lifestyle farmers. The research team conducted questionnaires, semi-structured interviews and focus
groups with small lifestyle farmers to improve understanding of their values and aspirations, land
management practices, and environmental information and training needs. This also included
investigating attitudes towards extension and service delivery, including preferred learning styles. The
researchers used photographs to stimulate discussions around land management issues, and conducted
semi-structured recorded interviews and focus groups with service providers (public and private) to
gain insights into current levels of engagement and the importance of the client group.
To improve understanding of land-use change associated with the sector and the characteristics of
small lifestyle farmers, researchers conducted in-depth interviews with farm decision-makers. These
interviews collected first-hand evidence about the family and business activities. They were analysed
using the process described by Strauss and Corbin (1998). This component of the study deployed a
systems-thinking approach.

Analyse and synthesise findings
This approach was iterative to ensure a more accurate social understanding of the sector. It involved
overlaying maps and analysing them to determine settlement patterns and the environmental issues at
the catchment and regional scale. The researchers analysed qualitative and quantitative data and
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recorded preliminary findings. They presented the results to extension providers at a series of
workshops to validate the research findings and to influence service providers to target and engage
with the sector for enhanced natural resource management outcomes. These workshops, based around
preliminary findings from the consultative phase, informed and developed consensus to assist in
developing new service delivery options. In addition, the research team continued to engage with the
study participants through bi-monthly newsletters and trialling extension activities (based on small
lifestyle farmer needs analysis). They convened a national forum in July 2005 to explore further the
extension challenges of locating and working with the small lifestyle farm sector.

Methods
The consultative phase of the research was explorative and descriptive. The methodologies aligned to
the rural appraisal approach (Chambers 1983) of ‘putting the last first’ through active listening and
learning from key informants. This was supported through a grounded theory approach, allowing
interpretation of the social world from the perspective of the people being studied.
The research team applied a mixed methodology as described by Tashakkori and Teddlie (1998). They
used a quantitative approach to contextualise the research and strengthened this through using
qualitative methods to better understand the human behaviour component. The principle of
triangulation was central to using a mixed-method approach: triangulation involves the use of several
different sources of information to achieve a social understanding (Furze et al. 1996). This was an
iterative process that allowed cross-checking, through diverse sources, to get closer to developing a
well grounded, informed understanding.

The quantitative research
Quantitative data places a strong emphasis on quantification of social phenomena, which is
transforming natural and social dynamics into numerical systems. Two quantitative methods were
used: mapping and questionnaires.
Mapping the sector
ArcView 8.0®, a geographical information system software package, was used to spatially locate and
analyse the particular attributes of the small lifestyle farm sector across Australia. The researchers
categorised the 2001 Agricultural Census Data for each state and territory by Statistical Local Area
(SLA). They developed maps based on the percentage of small lifestyle farms (EVAO below $75 000)
in each SLA categorised into four equal interval groups (0–25%, 26–50%, 51–75%, 76–100%) as a
percentage of all farms being small lifestyle farms.
SLAs with a high percentage of small lifestyle farms (more than 50 per cent) were isolated in a
separate layer and overlaid with the Accessibility/Remoteness Index of Australia (ARIA). ARIA was
developed as an index based on geographical methodology (ABS 2001) with ‘remoteness’ defined as
the distance people must travel along a road network to get to service centres (which are defined
according to the relationship between the size of centres and service provision). ARIA identifies five
remoteness areas across Australia: Major Cities, Inner Regional, Outer Regional, Remote and Very
Remote (see Appendix A, Map A.1 and Figure A.1). This allowed for a classification of SLAs
dominated by small lifestyle farmers based on the ARIA index. ARIA definitions are used throughout
the report when referring to particular locations.
The researchers constructed a detailed small lifestyle farm location layer for the study area using
cadastral maps. Cadastral maps are based on data that determines and defines land ownership and
boundaries. This information is compiled at a local government level, and for this study was
administered through the Spatial Information Group of the Victorian Government. Small lifestyle
farms were identified based on combining the parcel and property identifiers and selecting property
sized in non-urban land use between 5 and 100 hectares.
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Questionnaires
A total of 436 small lifestyle farmers, government extension and agribusiness service providers were
consulted during the research using this method. The sample frame for the survey was based on the
definition of small lifestyle farmers. The service provider sample frame was based on the criteria of
job descriptions. The main survey content contained attitude scaling, ‘tick the box’ responses and short
answer responses. As part of the survey construction, researchers held informal discussions with
selected key informants (small lifestyle farmers and extension providers) and pre-tested the
questionnaire with a sample of eight small lifestyle farmers and service providers. Researchers
personally administered both questionnaires. Sampling techniques for extension providers followed a
purposeful non-random selection strategy including the selection of extension providers that attended
workshops, while surveys with small lifestyle farmers were based on cluster sampling and included
participants who attended small farm specialised field days.

The qualitative research
Small lifestyle farmers and new entrants to land management are difficult to access, as generally they
are not well linked to social or agricultural industry networks. Available statistical databases can only
differentiate the sector according to property size and economic attributes. Snowball sampling was
applied to reach the target population for semi-structured interviews. This technique offers benefits in
accessing difficult-to-reach or hidden populations (Atkinson & Flint 2000; Bryman 2001). The process
is based on the assumption that a bond or link exists between the initial sample and others in the same
target population in groups with relatively homogenous social traits. In its simplest form, snowball
sampling consists of identifying respondents who are then used to refer researchers on to other
respondents.
All qualitative data collection was based on active listening principles (Chambers & Guijt 1995),
specifically:
•
•
•
•
•

ask open-ended, clear questions
let the participant take the lead, while encouraging them to stay focused on the issue
let participants find their own answers
ask for clarification when not understanding the topic
allow for long silences.

All dialogue was electronically recorded and transcribed.
Focus groups
Focus groups were undertaken with service providers (public and private extension) and small lifestyle
farmers. Focus groups encourage the interaction of group members towards identifying and clarifying
issues (Bryman 2001). The primary role of the group work was to explore current levels of
engagement and attitudes towards natural resource management. The focus groups with small lifestyle
farmers also provided new knowledge of the drivers, goals and preferred learning pathways of the
sector. The number of participants selected for focus groups ranged from between seven and 14; the
time taken to discuss issues ranged between one and two hours.
Semi-structured interviews
Stories or narratives are often the primary way individuals communicate and share experiences with
each other (Richardson 1990). A total of 33 small lifestyle farmers and 30 service providers took part
in a series of semi-structured interviews based on broad open-ended questions (see Appendix B). Due
to the nature of the method, the researchers were able to probe further and follow up issues that were
related to the research questions. Small lifestyle farm interviewees were encouraged to tell stories
about their experiences in managing their property, seeking land management advice and, in most
cases, their transition from urban to rural life. This method provided valuable insights into individuals’
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constructions of their environment and the impact of lifestyle. Topics of discussion with the service
providers centred on their professional experiences working with the sector, their perceptions of the
sector and challenges for delivery mechanisms in sustainable property management.
Workshops
State government extension specialists representing catchment management, beef, wool and
horticultural industries and private service providers (consultants and agribusiness) participated in two
workshops as part of the research phase. This method was used to bring together extension expertise to
develop a shared learning and collective ownership of the issues associated with working with small
lifestyle farmers for improved natural resource management outcomes. The researchers convened a
third workshop for local government land planners and environmental officers. This workshop
encouraged new perspectives on land planning that considered the diversity of the values and
aspirations of small lifestyle farmers, and discussions on the role of local government as an
information resource for existing and prospective new small lifestyle farm entrants. The researchers
discussed the preliminary findings with service providers as a check to determine whether data
saturation had occurred (that is, when themes begin re-occurring during the consultative process). All
information collected at the workshops was recorded and collated into themes to inform the study.
Photographic recordings
In the majority of semi-structured interviews with small lifestyle farmers, the researcher toured the
property with the participant. During this time, photographs were taken of particular areas for the
following ‘kitchen table’ conversations. This method allowed verification of the land manager’s
information and also prompted a more detailed discussion on issues associated with land management.
A selection of these images appears throughout the report.
Secondary analysis and synthesis of key documents
Secondary data was reviewed including rural newspapers, websites, extension resources and rural
magazines targeted at small lifestyle farmers. This involved scanning the documents for the type of
information (technical, specialist, practical), the level of the information (simplicity of language and
concepts) and general content themes. The researchers reviewed websites targeted at the small lifestyle
farm sector and monitored the usage frequency of the Victorian Department of Primary Industries
small farm website. They analysed the real estate sections of two main rural newspapers to gauge
demand for small lifestyle properties, the number and location of farm subdivisions, and to monitor
trends in commercial agricultural land values compared with smaller allotments specifically targeted
through advertisement at rural lifestyle living. This provided insights and trends and a reality check for
aggregated statistical data.

Summary of project engagement
The researchers consulted more than 620 key informants representing service providers (public and
private) and the small lifestyle farm sector as part of the research (see Table 1). During the course of
the study, efforts were made to include as many different people as possible who were defined as small
lifestyle farmers, including women and men of different ages and cultural backgrounds. The
researchers also targeted a range of service providers (public and private) representing different
agricultural industries and disciplines (agriculture, natural resource management, land planners and
environmental officers) as key informants.
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Table 1. The number of participants involved in the consultative phase of the research.
Study method

Small,
lifestyle
farmers

State
government
extension

Local
government

Agribusiness
service
providers

Total

Focus groups

22

35

55

10

122

Semi-structured
interviews

33

26

4

0

63

Questionnaires

370

32

0

34

436

Total

425

93

59

44

621

Data analysis
An abductive research strategy (Blaikie 2000) was subscribed to the qualitative data analysis. This
approach can be described as theory construction, data generation and data analysis having been
developed simultaneously through a dialectical and iterative approach. This two-way process allowed
deeper exploration of certain issues, constructing a more collective understanding of the small lifestyle
farm sector and extension opportunities within the study area.
The researchers taped interviews and focus groups and transcribed them into N Vivo® version 2.0.
During the transcription process annotations were added to sections of the data allowing the research
team to capture observations and develop ideas, reflecting the iterative nature of the research. Passages
from the data were coded based on different themes, which constituted a tree-like structure of parent
and child nodes, representing themes from the data. The team then constructed conceptual models
during transcription using the modelling feature in N Vivo® to aid data analysis and theory
construction.
A constructivist-orientated epistemology (Bryman 2001) underpins the presentation of the qualitative
data in sections “Where are the lifestyle farmers?” and “Discussion of results”, pp 10 -47.
Constructivism is based on the theory that landscapes are viewed as socially constructed by
individuals. Reality is not a given, but rather under constant interpretation and re-interpretation and
construction within an individual’s mind. It is created in the discourse of and negotiations among
people as social actors—in the case of this research, small lifestyle farmers and service providers.
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Where are the small lifestyle farmers?
This chapter provides an overview of social landscape change and the small lifestyle farm sector
across Australia. It begins by discussing broad trends of agricultural landscape change and the data
sources that were used to locate and measure the small lifestyle farm sector. It presents results from
socio-demographic mapping of the small lifestyle farm sector in Australia and then focuses on the
study area of north-east Victoria. Finally, it discusses the key findings and implications of the results.

Changing places
The number of commercial family farms in Australia is in decline in response to property
consolidation into large operations. The median size of commercial farms has increased from 3000 to
4000 hectares over the past 40 years, while their number has halved to just over 100 000 in 2001
(Hooper et al. 2002). Most farms are owned and operated as family partnerships. Changing farm sector
demography has generated considerable interest over the past decade (Barr 2004; Keogh 2004; Nelson
et al. 2004). Adjustment has occurred progressively as farmers change the size and nature of their
operations in response to changing markets and other conditions (Stayner 1996). Global advances in
agricultural productivity, combined with relatively inelastic demand for food, have lead to continual
decreases in real farm prices and decreasing returns to farmers.
To counter this trend, farm businesses typically have expanded their area of production (amalgamation
of farms) and/or changed farming practices to enhance productivity. However, not all farmers have the
financial capacity or opportunity to expand farming operations. Strong demand for small lifestyle
farms and the associated high prices for land well beyond agricultural value may impact on
commercial farm expansion. For non-commercial farms, subdivision may provide an attractive
proposition. Urbanisation of rural land and the removal of former agricultural land from production are
also likely consequences in rural areas.
Synapse & Hudson (2005) provide a comprehensive insight into the realities of farm life and current
trends in the Australian farm sector demography. Increased diversity across a broad range of
characteristics is an outstanding feature of changes in the farm sector. Aggregated statistical data hides
this diversity at the regional and catchment scale. Diversity in land use, property attributes, the type(s)
of commodities produced, production systems and the values and aspirations of the people who
operate these farms is therefore overlooked.
An important aspect of this agricultural adjustment relates to the increasing concerns, both within the
farming community and among the public at large, about environmental issues (Vanclay & Lawrence
1995). Although most landowners prize their capacity to be independent, family goals and the farming
culture in which they are located may influence decision-making. Prevailing beliefs, attitudes and way
of life within the farming community impact on the sustainability and well-being of rural communities
and can play a role in driving farm ownership change. These forces include land price (particularly in
areas close to regional centres), multiple sources of farm household income, increased off-farm
residential status and regulatory frameworks governing natural resource management.
Various macro-social and macro-economic trends in the agricultural sector have led to the
amalgamation of smaller, less viable farms into larger operations or property subdivision to meet the
demand of rural land purchased by the small lifestyle farm sector (Aslin 2004). This has accelerated
rapid socio-demographic change in agricultural landscapes particularly in regional and peri-urban
areas. Literature on population change and land tenure in regional areas highlights that this change has
been occurring in a spatially uneven manner (Synapse & Hudson 2005; Burnley & Murphy 2004).
Although particular areas of regional and rural Australia have recorded population decline, there are
other locations where regional and rural populations are rising. People from urban and regional areas
purchasing small lifestyle farms can drive this population growth.
This trend, referred to as the ‘population turnaround’, is being experienced in other developed
countries such as the United States, England and parts of Europe (The Countryside Agency 2004;
10

USDA 1998). Parts of Australia are experiencing a ‘rural renaissance’ as people derive a new sense of
meaning and attachment to the ‘bush’; they are now more commonly referred to as ‘tree-changers’.
Burnley and Murphy (2004) identified the factors contributing to this phenomenon as:
•
•
•
•
•

increasing numbers of people with the disposable income and work flexibility (temporal and
locational) to exercise the choice of a peri-urban setting
the potential of telecommunications to release people from the need for daily proximity to jobs and
business
improved roads and commuter rail standards
decentralisation of jobs within metropolitan regions, which in turn permits commuting from more
distant and peripheral areas
factors such as a rise in the incidence of early retirement, a resurgence in the popularity of holiday
homes and weekend recreational trips, and a partial shift in preferences away from the coast in
favour of inland locations.

Data sources
The ABS and ABARE collect and collate data that describes changes in the Australian farm sector. In
this study the difficulty in locating and describing the small lifestyle sector using statistical
measurement became apparent. Problems associated with ambiguity surrounding the self-description
as a ‘farmer’ has been previously reported (Barr & Karunaratne 2001). The difficulty in measuring the
sector can be linked to the variability and range of parameters within data sets (see Table 2).
Aggregation of data provides only a broad spatial distribution pattern of the small lifestyle farm sector.
It does not account for those generating little, or any, income from their properties. For our study, data
sourced from Local Government Areas in the study area provided a more accurate reflection of the
location and distribution of the sector. However, this data failed to capture land use, social and
economic parameters.
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Table 2. Summary of characteristics of the main data sets.
Database

Descriptions

Issues

Comments

Australian Bureau
of Statistics,
Agricultural Census

ABS defines a farm
business as one that
has an Estimated
Value of Agricultural
Operations (EVAO) of
more than $5000 per
annum.

Farm business definition and scale.
Small lifestyle farmers may not be registered
through the ABS database.
Fails to capture all properties (that is, the
small lifestyle) generating minimal income.

Alignment to the Australian Business Register in
the 2006 Agricultural Census will improve the
accuracy in capturing the sector. Estimates
from the Agricultural Coverage Survey expect
than an estimated 53 200 farms with an EVAO
greater than $5000 will be captured in the next
agricultural census.
For this study maps have been developed using
between $5000–$75 000 EVAO to capture the
sector.

ABARE defines a farm
business as having an
EVAO exceeding
$22 500 per annum and
generally confines its
data to broadacre and
dairy farms, excluding
horticulture and
intensive farm business.

Economic focus restricts capture of small
lifestyle farm operations.

Provides trend data based on industry, limited to
broadacre and dairy farm business and specific
issues. It does provide broad information on
agricultural land usage.

Database contains
cadastral area
boundaries, and consists
of data representing
land parcels, land uses,
and property titles. Data
is based on 2003
records.

This definition does not account for economic
indicators (for example, small intensive
properties).

Analysis in Western Australia (Swan Canning
District) and north-east Victoria suggest more
accuracy capturing the small lifestyle farm sector
based on property size.

Australian Bureau
of Agricultural and
Resource
Economics
(ABARE)

Local Government
Database

Larger business may own several small
properties that can cause data anomalies.

Provides minimal information on land use and no
economic information.
For this study between 5–100 hectares at a
regional scale for mapping and numerical
purposes has been used.

A national snapshot
This section presents data from the sources listed in Table 2 to illustrate the small lifestyle farm sector
across the Australian landscape. Small lifestyle farms form a distinct corridor along the eastern coast
of Australia, and are generally located in regional and peri-urban areas close to arterial transport
networks. Peri-urban regions that attract small lifestyle farmers in each state have been defined
(Houston 2003) as those districts within the sphere of influence of major built-up urban areas, or
districts where there is evidence of substantial non-farm development pressure and/or population
growth intruding into the landscape. Barr (2004) describes peri-urban farms as statistical Local
Government Areas around major cities and regional centres. Less than 5 per cent of the workforce in
peri-urban regions nominates agriculture as their main occupation. Farm family incomes are higher
than average because of higher intensive production or grazing operations supplemented by high offfarm income. Demographic research suggests that peri-urban holdings may include localities up to 100
km from metropolitan areas and about 30 km from larger regional cities (McKenzie 1996).
Nelson et al. (2004) reports that five per cent of all agricultural land in Australia is managed by the
small farm sector and represents 30 per cent of all farm establishments. This is considered a
conservative estimate of the number of small lifestyle properties and the area that they manage
because many small lifestyle farms are not accurately captured on the ABS sample frame. Based on
mapping of the sector (see Appendix C), two trends can be observed:
•

physical location: there are a high percentage of small lifestyle farms forming a distinct band
between Melbourne and Rockhampton
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•

clustering: small lifestyle farms in all states exhibit a distinctive clustering around peri-urban
regions of the capital cities and regional centres.

Victoria, New South Wales and Queensland have the most number of Statistical Local Areas (SLAs)
with a high percentage of small lifestyle farms (see Table 3). Based on ABS data (using EVAO as a
classification system), the number of small lifestyle farms in New South Wales and the Australian
Capital Territory, Queensland and Victoria is 48 817 (see Table 4). Interrogation of the ABS data
(2001) shows that 40 per cent of all farm operations in Australia are small farms.
Table 3. The number of SLAs (that have farming operations) across Australia with the
percentage of farm operations that are small lifestyle farms.

SLAs based on state

Small lifestyle farms as a percentage of all
farms
0–25%
26–50% 51–75%
76–100%

Victoria

13

46

67

21

New South Wales (including ACT)

28

41

79

29

Queensland

33

51

72

35

South Australia

23

28

19

19

Tasmania

0

13

17

11

Northern Territory

3

6

3

2

Western Australia

56

27

23

7

156

212

280

124

Total SLAs
Source: ABS (2001).

Table 4. Total number of small lifestyle farms in each state according to EVAO.
State
Victoria

<$25k $25k–<$50k $50k–<$75k Total
6428
4899
3492 14 819

New South Wales (including ACT)

9879

6387

4247

20 513

Queensland

6513

4208

2764

13 485

South Australia

2342

1731

1422

5495

Tasmania

1259

656

379

2294

Northern Territory

51

35

29

115

Western Australia

2056

1375

896

4327

Source: ABS (2001).

When the small lifestyle farm location data layer was overlayed with the Accessibility/Remoteness
Index of Australia (ARIA) (see Appendix A), it confirmed that the majority of the sector resided
within the ARIA regions of major cities (peri-urban), and inner and outer regional Australia (see Table
5). These areas are generally located within a two-hour drive to regional or capital cities that offer a
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wide range of services. Salt (2003) refers to these regions as ‘lifestyle’ regions, which are located on
the coasts or in the hills. They have access to services coupled with water recreation and views,
making them desirable places of residence.
Table 5. Number of SLAs dominated (50% or more) by small lifestyle farms overlayed with the
Area Remoteness Index of Australia.
SLAs based on state

Major cities
(peri-urban)

Accessibility remoteness index of Australia
Outer
Inner regional
Remote
Very remote
regional

Victoria

29

54

16

1

N/A

New South Wales
(including ACT)

29

60

10

1

0

Queensland

37

39

22

2

0

South Australia

60

23

17

0

0

Tasmania

N/A

38

54

4

4

Northern Territory

N/A

N/A

80

20

0

Western Australia

25

48

25

2

0

180

262

224

30

4

Total SLAs

Victoria
The typical Victorian farm is small: the majority of farms in Victoria have a gross value of production
less than $60 000 annually. Only a small percentage exceeds an annual turnover greater than $500 000
(Barr & Karunaratne 2001). Small lifestyle farms in Victoria follow a pattern along the Hume
Highway corridor stretching from Wodonga, in the study area, to Melbourne (see Appendix C, Map
C.1). This corridor expands around Bendigo and Ballarat in central Victoria and Geelong, south west
of Melbourne. The dominant characteristics of the landscape that the sector occupies are high rainfall,
a benign climate, high elevation and proximity to areas classified as having biodiversity significance
(NLWRA 2002a). The location of the sector is also generally aligned to public land (see Appendix C,
Map C.2). These locations feature a diverse range of flora and fauna. The dominant agricultural land
use associated with these areas includes dryland grazing systems and horticulture. Those outside of
this geographic pattern occur in the northern Mallee districts, which Barr (2003) attributes to a high
number of small horticultural establishments.
Victoria’s booming lifestyle property market is inflating the commercial value of agricultural land.
Land Victoria’s latest figures indicate sales of 2–20 hectare small lifestyle farms increased from 48 in
1998 to 2528 in 2004. Real estate agents claim that the lifestyle market is pushing land sales well
beyond their commercial value (Lunghusen 2006). In 2004, small lifestyle farms on less than 20
hectares sold for a median price of $22 645 a hectare. Small properties with houses sold for a median
total price of $266 500 compared with $146 250 in 1998. The Yarra Ranges and Greater Bendigo
Shires were the most popular lifestyle destinations. Land Victoria reported that, for the third year
running, country and regional Victoria outperformed metropolitan Melbourne in residential sales (DSE
2004a).
Barr et al. (2001, 2005) have reported on farm demographics in Victoria. They identified social trends
and potential impacts of these trends classified three social landscapes:
•
•
•

rural amenity (dominated by smaller or lifestyle farm operations)
rural transitional (land-use change in agricultural production landscape)
agricultural production (dominated by commercial operations).
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A view from the front porch: aesthetic appeal is a drawcard for the location of a small lifestyle
farm.

New South Wales and the Australian Capital Territory
The Victorian corridor gradually fades into New South Wales (NSW) at Albury and begins to follow
the coastline along the Great Dividing Range around the uplands and foot slopes (see Appendix C,
Map 3). The dominant land use in this region is dryland agriculture including wool, lamb and beef
(MDBC 2004). Burnley and Murphy (2004) identified regions of population increase that may be
attributed to small lifestyle farm demand as:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

around Mudgee, the regional areas of Lithgow immediately west of the Blue Mountains
near Braidwood in the southern highlands (although not the town of Braidwood itself)
Murrumbateman locality near Yass (but not Yass)
Monaro near Cooma (but not Cooma)
Estelle and Uranquinty localities near Wagga Wagga
Hanwood locality near Griffith in the Murrumbidgee region
Wahgunyah locality near Corowa
Howlong near Albury.

The fringe area around Canberra also has a high density of small lifestyle farms and population growth
is expected to increase, forming a more densely populated corridor between Canberra and Sydney
(Burnley & Murphy 2004). Around Sydney’s fringe region, Hawkesbury, Wollondilly and the Blue
Mountains are strong attractions to urban residents wanting to purchase a small lifestyle property. In
the Sydney Basin, the main farm sector industry is horticulture and the average land area operated by
the farm businesses is 40 hectares, while most agricultural lots range from 0.8 to 3 hectares (Synapse
& Hudson 2005).
The corridor thins slightly around the Kempsey region, but then begins to increase again around
Lismore. Moving over the Blue Mountains, Bathurst is also a popular location for migration from
Sydney (Salt 2003). The prospective market for small lifestyle properties is made up of buyers from
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Windsor, Kurrajong and Penrith. This has been mainly attributed to the area’s strong employment
record (Merton 2005).

Queensland
The small lifestyle farm corridor resumes in south-eastern Queensland, following the coastline
extending up to 200 km inland and terminating near Rockhampton (see Appendix C, Map C.4). Higher
north, small lifestyle farms cluster around the fringes of Townsville and Cairns. Burnley and Murphy
(2004) report that the Artherton Tablelands (southwest of Cairns) has seen plantation agriculture
(coffee, tea and fruits) stimulate small subdivision for rural retreats. In addition, Queensland’s
attractive coastline coupled with a subtropical to tropical environment appears to favour small lifestyle
farm purchases.

Tasmania
The three major areas in Tasmania with high densities of small lifestyle farms are around the fringes of
Hobart, Launceston and the south-western coast (see Appendix C, Map C.5). Tasmania has the highest
density of national parks of any state in Australia. This, combined with high elevations and
aesthetically appealing landscapes, makes Tasmania attractive to people seeking a lifestyle change into
small property ownership. Peri-urban locations around Launceston and Hobart have a high density of
small lifestyle farms.

South Australia
The small lifestyle farm sector in South Australia is mainly confined to the fringes around Adelaide,
Whyalla, Mount Gambier and the Berri Barmera region (see Appendix C, Map C.6). A band of small
lifestyle farms encircles Adelaide, beginning in the north at Barossa Valley, extending south through
the Adelaide Hills, and joining the coast at Onkaparinga. This region, with its scenic landscapes,
access to services and variety of cultural experiences, has been a strong attraction for small lifestyle
farm purchases. Land-use change over time has been recognised within the Adelaide Hills region, with
a reduction in the dairy industry due to higher land values impacting on farm expansion, driven by the
demand for rural living (Shintana Rural Consulting 2000).

Western Australia
Small lifestyle farms in Western Australia are concentrated around Perth and along the southern coast
(see Appendix C, Map C.7). Within the state, small lifestyle farms (based on a definition of farm
operations between 1–100 hectares) are estimated at 53 000 and dominate land use in areas around the
south-west and metropolitan regions (CRIS, Department of Agriculture, pers. comm., cited in Guise et
al. 2005). The expansion of small lifestyle farms has increased throughout the peri-urban areas of
Perth, Mandurah and Bunbury. Each of these cities is associated with significant natural water bodies
with very high amenity value (Guise et al. 2005).
A thin band of small lifestyle farms follow the coastline south of Perth to around the Margaret River
region. At the top of this band, the Mundaring and Swan local government areas attract a significant
number of visitors due to the aesthetic appeal and amenity of the region.
The Albany and Denmark regions, located on the southern coast, also contain a high density of small
lifestyle farms. National parks, rugged coastlines and services associated with high populations,
coupled with proximity to Perth (400 km), make them attractive locations for small lifestyle farmers.

Northern Territory
The Northern Territory has the smallest proportion of small lifestyle farmers (see Appendix C, Map
C.8). The majority of small lifestyle farms sit within the peri-urban area of Darwin.
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The study area
This section provides a summary of the study area based on the following characteristics: political and
social, natural resources, agricultural and other broad features of the small lifestyle farm sector. It also
discusses issues associated with the sector.

Political and social characteristics
The study area includes five Local Government Areas (LGAs): Alpine, Indigo, Towong, Wangaratta
and Wodonga (see Figure 1). The two main regional centres are Wodonga (adjoined with Albury
across the border) and Wangaratta with a population of 30 921 and 25 609 respectively (ABS 2001). In
the pilot study area the rural city of Wodonga has the highest population density of 78 people per
square kilometre while the Towong LGA has the lowest density (see Appendix D, Table D.1).
The average individual annual taxable income varies between SLAs, with the lowest average at $30
696 and the highest at $34 040 (ABS 2001). In 2003, the unemployment rate was lowest in Towong
Shire at 2.5 per cent, ranging up to 4.2 per cent and 4.8 per cent in Wodonga and Wangaratta shires
respectively (ABS 2005).
All local government areas, except the Towong Shire, have experienced a positive population growth
between 1999 and 2003. The Victorian Government Growing Rural and Regional Victoria Initiative,
which campaigned to encourage metropolitan residents to relocate to provincial Victoria, can be
attributed as a catalyst for growth (Victorian Government 2005). Overall, the average age in the region
is increasing (average age greater than 35) (ABS 2001).
Figure 1. Local Government Areas (LGAs) in the study district.
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Based on the mapping of the local government database (see Table 5), areas containing high densities
of small lifestyle farms are located around the larger regional centres of Wangaratta and Wodonga, and
small satellite towns including Bright, Myrtleford, Yackandandah, Beechworth and Barnawartha (see
Appendix D, Map D.1). The sales of small lifestyle farms have increased markedly in all LGAs in the
study area (see Appendix D, Figure D.1), with Wodonga LGA recording a seven-fold increase
between 1998 and 2004. The number of small lifestyle farms within the north-east region is estimated
at 5688 and represents 60 per cent of all farms within the region (see Figure 2).
Figure 2. Total percentage of farms defined by size (hectares) in north-east Victoria.

Source: Local government database (2003).

Some LGAs are more attractive to the sector, with Indigo and Wodonga LGAs both having 80 per cent
or more of farm operations that are small lifestyle farms. Similar to the national trend, although
significant in number, the sector occupies only a relatively small amount of agricultural land area
within the region (Nelson 2004).
Figure 3. Total area of land occupied by small lifestyle farms compared to commercial
operations in north-east Victoria.

Source: Local government database (2003).
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Natural resources characteristics
The Great Dividing Range is the dominant land feature of the region. The region can be divided into
three distinct areas: alpine country, foothills and river flat country (see Figure 4). The alpine area and
associated mountain country is state and national parks with agricultural activities largely confined to
the foothills, valleys, river flats and plains.
Figure 4. Land form units of the study area.

The study area is classified as a highly stressed landscape containing a high percentage (greater than
50 per cent) of threatened ecosystems (NLWRA 2002a). The region has a temperate climate with an
average rainfall of 500 mm per year in the foothills and 1300 mm per year at higher elevation. The
alpine region is a popular tourism and snow destination during the winter period.
The study area is also a significant freshwater catchment for the Murray Darling Basin and is valued
increasingly as an ecosystem service provider (NECMA 2004). It covers 19 800 square kilometres,
representing nine per cent of Victoria’s total area (VRO 2005).
There is a diversity of soils in the study region, due mainly to variations in geology, parent material,
landform, vegetation, climate and degree of weathering. In the higher rainfall areas, Kurosols (clay
subsoils which are strongly acid, that is, <pH 5.5 in water) and acidic Dermosols are the most
prevalent soils. They occur in many landscapes (from lower terraces to mountains) and have
developed on a range of rock types. For agricultural purposes, many of these soils have some chemical
and physical limitations (for example, acidity and/or sodicity) that require careful management.
The study area has six bioregions (see Figure 3.5) based on environmental features and ecological
characteristics of the landscape and diverse ecosystems. These include herb-rich foothills, shrubby
forests, grassy wet and dry forests, grassy woodlands, cool temperate rainforests, grassy plains and
wetland ecosystems (see Appendix E).
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Figure 5. Bioregions in the study area.

Agricultural characteristics
Private land comprises approximately one million hectares (about 46 per cent of the catchment
region), most of which is used for agriculture. Public land covers 1.2 million hectares of the region or
approximately 50 per cent of the land area (see Figure 6). The region is geographically diverse and
supports a range of agricultural enterprises. Agriculture in the study area is valued at $278 million (see
Figure 7). The dominant land use is grazing of modified pastures (legumes and other introduced
pasture species); however, there is a high diversity of niche enterprises in specific areas. Towards the
north west of the study area, dryland cropping and mixed enterprises dominate, although dryland
cropping in the region has been on the decline for two decades (see Appendix F, Figure F.1).
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Figure 6. Land use in the study area.

Figure 7. The value of agriculture in north-east Victoria across five LGAs.
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Characteristics of small lifestyle farm sector
Characteristics of the small lifestyle farm sector in the study area are diverse. The following table lists
broad characteristics that emerged during the initial consultative phase. Through surveys and
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discussions with the sector it was evident that a variety of broad characteristics delineate the sector
from other farmers.
Table 6. Characteristics of the small lifestyle farm sector.
Characteristics
Land size
Numbers
Interest in environment
Farm infrastructure and equipment
Disposable income
Outside labour
Off-farm income
Distance to regional centre
Technical expertise
Farming history
Connection to agricultural industry
Engagement in extension
Local agricultural networks
Interest in niche industries
Land area occupied
Level of agricultural production

Comments
Small
High
High
Low
High
Moderate
High
Small
Low
Low
Low
Low
Low
High
Low
Low

This highlights a number of reasons as to why the sector is important for natural resource management
outcomes. These include:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

low knowledge of agriculture and land management systems
growing client base for voluntary capacity building programs
land planning associated with increased subdivision of farm land
dominant farm type in some areas (by per cent of area)
positioning in the landscape and linkage to ecosystem services
contribution to sustainable land use
impact on catchment systems.

Issues
Small lifestyle farmers are likely to be more diverse in values and aspirations than traditional farming
communities. Issues associated with the small lifestyle farm sector in the study area include changing
land values, limited commercial farm expansion, subdivision and permanent loss of agricultural land.
These issues have triggered land-use conflict and ‘right-to-farm’ tensions (see Figure 8).
Perceptions of the sector vary. It is generally acknowledged that small lifestyle farms support local
economies and offer new opportunities for tourism, agribusiness and town growth. Increased economic
and social opportunities can revitalise country towns, and landholders’ skills can be utilised by
communities and service clubs. Despite this, the sector is often viewed in a negative manner. Land
management is central to this negativity, particularly in regard to weed control, pasture management,
grazing management and animal welfare issues.
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Figure 8. Article from a local newspaper in the study region highlighting community tension
around the small lifestyle farm sector (Higgins 2004).

Subdivision of traditional farm land is a highly emotive issue in the study area. Some commercial
farmers and communities see the conversion of ‘prime agricultural land’ to small lifestyle blocks as
counter-productive, threatening the expansion of agricultural land development. A proposed
subdivision incited the neighbouring commercial farmer to spray-paint a message on a sheet of
corrugated iron and erect it along their fence-line for public viewing (see photo below). Conversely,
some commercial farmers see the interest in small lifestyle farm purchase as an opportunity for
enhanced financial security. Subdivision of property can be viewed as a ‘retirement’ fund. Despite
limited expansion opportunities being an issue for some commercial farmers, they can also be very
defensive regarding their rights over subdivision and land planning laws (Sellars 2005).

Subdivision in rural communities can often be a cause of conflict.
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Urbanisation of rural land brings tensions associated with traditional farm practice (noise, odour, stock
movement). Conflict has been associated with stubble burning, high frequency chemical usage, spray
drift and livestock management.

The off-site impacts of traditional agricultural is a potential issue for small lifestyle farmers.
There is continued potential for antagonistic relationships to form between the more traditional,
commercial farmers and new small lifestyle farm entrants. Conflict is likely to continue to escalate as
parts of Victoria become amenity farming landscapes, where the price of land will push land prices
higher than what farm business can afford to pay if they adopt a business perspective to their land
purchases (Barr 2003).

Discussion
Limitations of data
The definition of a ‘farm’ is problematic. ABS, ABARE and local government databases have
limitations in defining and measuring the small lifestyle farm sector. Aggregate farm survey and
industry statistics do not reflect the great variability in the economic, environmental and social
performances of different farm businesses within the farm sector; nor do they capture important
intersectoral and interregional dependencies. In measuring the small lifestyle farm sector, the main
problem exists with the number and diversity of small lifestyle farmers being hidden within the
aggregation. In collecting and compiling data, small lifestyle farmers involved in small operations or
niche industries may be overlooked. At a local level, local government databases (accounting for all
rated properties) offer information on property size and physical location and can provide trend data
on change in land ownership or the number of rural allotments. Information on farm business is broad.
For example, small intensive horticultural allotments are accounted for as a small lifestyle farm due to
land area rather than economic activity. Farm business land area is not an effective way to analyse an
agricultural industry because of the variation in the intensity of production. Also, small allotments may
be accounted for as individual small lifestyle farms; however, the properties may be a collection of
paddocks, dispersed across a district, owned by one farmer.
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ABARE data sources provide only a very broad snapshot of the extent of the sector due to the strong
economic and industry focus of the survey framework. Many small lifestyle farmers have weak links
to industry and generate minimal or no agricultural production from their property. Data from the ABS
Farm Census provides a slightly clearer picture; however, it also fails to capture small lifestyle farm
operations generating little income from the property. Nelson et al. (2004) refers to this as the missing
piece of Australia’s natural resource management puzzle: those farms operating with an annual EVAO
below the cut-off of $5000. Current estimates suggest that the number of farm establishments falling
below an EVAO of $5000 is around 25 000 (ABS 2004). If this number is included within aggregated
data sets it would swell the number of farm businesses accounted for that have an EVAO of less than
$22 500. In other words, it would significantly increase the number of small lifestyle farms.
It is also reported (ABS 2004) that the statistical framework used in Agriculture Census (2001 and
prior) is somewhat inaccurate. However, improvements are expected in the 2006 Agriculture Census
as the data collection frame will include the Australian Tax Office’s Australian Business Register
(ABR). To assess current coverage the ABS conducted the 2001–2002 Agricultural Coverage Survey
(ACS). The ACS results showed that there were an estimated 53 200 farm operations with an EVAO
greater than or equal to $5000 not covered by the Agricultural Census for 2001–2002. Overall, ABS
(2005) reports that the agricultural census data is constrained by the size and form of complexity of
topics, with the highest priority topics generally being associated around industry and production.
There is no clear definition of a small lifestyle farm within the ABS Agricultural Census and, although
it is expected to improve with the 2006 Agricultural Census offering more reliable data, it still does not
accurately capture the extent of the small lifestyle farm sector. To date, local government databases
provide the most accurate portrayal of the location and number of the sector. Comparison of ABS
agricultural census data with local government databases suggests large discrepancies, with ABS
reporting much lower small lifestyle farm numbers.

Amenity trigger
There is little doubt that rural landscapes are becoming more ‘multifunctional’, that is, valuing the
landscape not just for its agricultural output but also the social, cultural and environmental values. The
general landscape location of the small lifestyle farm sector has been described as amenity landscapes
(Barr 2005). The location favoured by the sector is part of a multifunctional landscape that includes
large commercial properties. These groups will have divergent needs and the impact of their land
management activities will also be significant and may vary between their neighbours and rural
communities (Synapse & Hudson 2005). Roget’s Thesaurus (1995) describes amenity as ‘pleasantness
resulting from agreeable conditions’. This may include features such as a benign climate, mountains,
water bodies and abundance of native vegetation in areas of close proximity to a wide range of
services. These services include education, employment, retail, medical and recreation. Landscape
amenity has been strongly associated with population growth (McGranahan & Beale 2002). Case
studies have revealed that factors such as the lower cost of living in rural areas, together with
perceived lifestyle benefits, have prompted many urban dwellers to move not only to coastal and
scenic areas, but also to within reach of country towns (Pritchard & McManus 2000).
A critical factor when examining the sector is the current and potential impact the sector may or does
have on natural resource management. The high iconic value of amenity regions, more often than not,
equates to a highly ecologically important landscape. From a national perspective, these regions
(associated with high percentages of small lifestyle farms) are in sensitive environmental areas often
featuring a diverse range of native plant and animal species and as such are subject to ecologically
sustainable land management principles. The clustering and banding of small lifestyle properties is
also associated with close proximity to national and state forests. These regions, favoured by the
sector, are locations of significant water bodies and water catchments. Subsequently, appropriate land
and water management is essential for the ecological services for communities at the catchment and
regional level. Thus, it is imperative from the environmental perspective that the small lifestyle farm
sector manages property in an environmentally sustainable manner.
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In these areas, the larger influx of small lifestyle farms provides challenges for extension staff and the
provision of local government planning and services. Service providers need to consider how they can
successfully and efficiently engage with a larger number of clients who often have minimal
agricultural knowledge. There is also increasing pressure on local government to provide infrastructure
and services to match expectation of migrants into country regions that may hold differing views and
values. Appropriate land-use planning by local government, supported by sound environmental and
agricultural knowledge, also needs to play a key role in the design of sustainable landscapes (see photo
below).

An olive grove located near public land in the study area. The role of local government in landuse planning is vital for sustainable landscapes.
With growing numbers of landholders—all with different views and values—there is increased
opportunity for conflict. As more people reside or continue to migrate into rural and regional areas,
these spaces are being contested continually as to what are appropriate forms of land use. Land-use
conflict, specifically the ‘right to farm’ and the concern about the loss of agricultural land, is at the
centre of this debate. Farmer groups have voiced concern and the Victorian Government has
responded through the release of the Living Together in Rural Victoria Initiative in 2002 for
prospective rural purchasers (Hamilton 2002). This resulted in a series of information sheets being
released covering purchasing rural land, what to expect when moving to rural areas, planning and
subdivision laws, managing weeds and pest animals, dispute resolution and other topics and contacts
relevant to new small lifestyle farmers.
Planning zones are influencing the location of the sector. In Victoria, in a bid to strike a balance
between farmers’ rights to farm, small lifestyle farmers looking for a quiet life and the need to protect
environmentally sensitive areas, new zones were approved by the state government in early 2006.
These are the:
•
•
•

farming zone, which encourages the use of land for a range of agricultural activities
rural activity zone, which applies to selected areas where agricultural activities and other land uses
can co-exist
rural living zone, which provides for residential use in a rural environment.

The increase in the number of small lifestyle farms limits the opportunities for commercial farmers to
expand production through land acquisition. For example, a report undertaken by Shintana Rural
Consulting (2000) found that land values in the Adelaide Hills region (from $9000 per hectare for
large blocks over fifty hectares, to $12 000 to $20 000 per hectare for small blocks of less than twenty
hectares) are impeding expansion of the dairy farming industry in the region. Similar issues are also
being experienced in Victoria and the study area.

26

The increasing trend of small lifestyle farms has important implications for all levels of government
seeking to expand the economic contribution of the agricultural sector. While agricultural planning
issues are at the forefront, strategic opportunities to boost regional economies in response to changing
rural land ownership are evident in some areas (for example, regional gourmet food areas supporting
niche products supplied by small lifestyle farmers in Rutherglen and Milawa in the study area). The
analysis of ABS data suggests that 20–25 per cent of the gross value of agricultural production in the
five mainland states is generated in regions dominated by small lifestyle farmers.

Study area in relation to Australia
The study area (northeast Victoria) broadly represents other locations throughout Australia that are
experiencing social landscape change in response to an increasing number of small lifestyle farmers.
The high demand for small lifestyle farms is occurring in specific areas in all states. The feature of
high density and clustering of small lifestyle farms in the study area is also reflected in areas
highlighted in the national scale maps. Land-use conflict in response to subdivision of agricultural land
is being experienced in all states and territories.
Overall, the study area is generally representative (biophysically and socially) of other locations in
Australia with a high percentage of small lifestyle farms. The study area has a variety of physical
attributes contributing to its overall aesthetic appeal. Other regions that have attracted small lifestyle
farmers share a similar combination of physical attributes (that is, water bodies, abundance of native
vegetation and benign climates). In addition, the study area shares similar remoteness characteristics to
the majority of small lifestyle farms throughout Australia, that is, they are located within close
proximity to a variety of services (see appendices A & C).
Small lifestyle farms across Australia represent a small proportion of agricultural land but their
numbers are large. In the study area, 17 per cent of agricultural land is managed by small lifestyle
farmers, but they represent 60 per cent of all farmers. This proportion is similar to the national trend.
The agricultural land use in areas across all states where small lifestyle farms are predominant is
dryland grazing systems. This is also reflected in the study area where dryland grazing is the dominant
agricultural industry. In Australia, the location of the small lifestyle farm sector is correlated to rural
and regional areas that attract tourism and feature niche industries or value-added products derived
from agricultural production. The study area is recognised as a gourmet food location supported by
local niche agricultural industries (Erlich et al. 2005).

Future directions
Socio-demographic change in rural landscapes is challenging. The traditional paradigm of viewing
farm demographics has been strongly focused on large commercial operations; however, this is no
longer appropriate when considering rural policy and extension. Rather than ‘get out or get big’ the
catchcry may now change to ‘get out or get small’ (Barr et al. 2005). Research has shown that a postproductionist countryside was inevitable in England with non-farmers purchasing more than half of all
farm properties (The Countryside Agency 2004). Burnley and Murphy (2004) argue that a change
towards a post-productionist countryside is unlikely for Australia. Some exceptions may include the
inter-mountain valleys of the Victorian Alps and the areas around Mudgee in central NSW where the
milieu fostered by boutique and larger wineries has attracted ‘population turnaround’ people (see p.
10).
One potential side-effect of the small lifestyle farms growth trajectory is the continued growth of the
sector as more traditional farmers seek alternative income, whether this is through farm diversification
or off-farm work. Off-farm income is considered a normal part of farming life (Synapse & Hudson
1995). The importance of multiple income streaming (a combination of on-farm and off-farm income)
is illustrated by analyses of income tax paid by primary producers. In 1996–97 and 1998–99 about 66
per cent of the income tax paid by individual primary producers (non-corporate taxpayers whose main
source of income is primary production) was paid on non-agricultural income (Gleeson et al. 2002).
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Amalgamations of properties and decreasing profitability of farming is resulting in fewer people and
less disposable income to support economic growth in many parts of regional Australia. This
contracting economy has contributed to a loss of many services from rural towns, which further
reduces local economic activity. The exception is the amenity areas favoured by the small lifestyle
farm sector, which buffers some regional economies. No developments in agriculture alone are likely
to reverse this process. However, expansion of other industries, either linked to agriculture or new to
rural areas, may reverse this cycle. Key features of farm community trends identified by Barr (2004)
include:
• a decline in population on farms and in small rural towns
• a loss of young people from farms in rural communities
• an incremental infringement on a perceived ‘right to farm’.
Australia is experiencing a long-term rural decline that is typified by decreasing profitability of many
traditional rural industries and a growing urban–rural divide. But there is strong community desire to
rebuild many regions and this has external (government) support. New agricultural industries are
emerging; tourism continues to grow rapidly in many areas; technology is making distance less a
barrier, creating new opportunities for reducing operating costs (and increasing employee standard of
living) by decentralising; new enterprises see opportunities for processing and manufacturing; small
lifestyle holdings and settlements within commuting distance of regional centres are increasing. On the
other hand, urban population growth is increasing demands for goods and services: clean water,
tourism destinations, cultural and aesthetic aspirations.
The trend for purchases of small lifestyle farm allotments is likely to continue in the future.
Community pressure for landscape amenity will probably increase over the next 20 years as a result of
the changing demographic and cultural characteristics that will amplify the impact of the shifting
rural–urban population balance (Barr et al. 2005). The group of Australians most likely to drive this
demand for amenity-based small property purchase is retirees. In the report Population Growth, Salt
(2003) highlights the ascendancy of retirement issues in Australia, pointing out that there were 3.1
million Australians aged over 60 years in June 1999, and this is forecast to increase to 5.4 million by
June 2021. These shifts in the age profile associated with the baby-boomer generation entering
retirement years may underpin increased demand for small farm property in high amenity and lifestyle
locations.

Summary
•

Social change is occurring in amenable rural landscapes in all states. Small lifestyle farmers are
numerically significant and in some areas are the main landholder group. They manage less land
than commercial farmers and are generally located in ecologically sensitive regions.

•

Along the eastern coast of Australia, small farm settlements follow a distinct pattern stretching
from Melbourne, Victoria to Rockhampton in central Queensland.

•

Small farm populations in South Australia, Western Australia and Northern Territory follow a
distinct pattern around major urban centres (Adelaide, Perth, Fremantle and Darwin) and some
localised areas around larger regional centres (for examples Albany, Whyalla and Berri Barmera).

•

The study area in north-east Victoria generally reflects other locations in Australia experiencing
social landscape change.

•

Landscape amenity, such as hills, mountains and water bodies (both fresh and coastal), is a good
indicator of population growth areas associated with the sector.

•

Clustering of the sector is in response to land availability and proximity to infrastructure.
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•

Land-use and production statistics are collected for rural and regional Australia but fail to
accurately capture or describe the small lifestyle farm sector.

•

Land-use conflict is associated with this emergent small lifestyle farm sector.

Key messages
•

The number and location of small lifestyle farms presents challenges for natural resource
management extension delivery mechanisms.

•

Small lifestyle farms make up 40 per cent of all farm establishments in Australia, but their
contribution to agriculture and the area they occupy is small.

•

The majority of growth in the sector is occurring in areas of high amenity in close proximity to
regional centres. This is not unique to Australia.

•

Landscapes are becoming more multifunctional in response to the influx of small lifestyle farms.

•

It is likely that the sector will have an impact on natural resource management because of its
location in ecologically important regions.
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Discussion of results
The diversity of small lifestyle farms has a significant influence on land use in many regional areas.
The numerical dominance of the sector in certain catchments suggests small lifestyle farmers are key
stakeholders in future landscape management for natural resource management gains. They impact on
sustainable rural property management and catchment-based natural resource management programs.
There is a range of factors in the small lifestyle farm sector that drive land ownership and
management. The research recognises that the drivers and diversity associated with the sector will
influence extension delivery mechanisms and skill development pathways, and will underpin the level
of participation in sustainable property management. This chapter explores the drivers of small
lifestyle farms and associated challenges for delivery mechanisms based on two key research
questions:
•
•

What drives the location of the sector?
What drives what small lifestyle farmers do with their farm?

It highlights the importance of practical and local knowledge and suggests broad subgroupings of the
sector. The section draws on qualitative and quantitative data (using focus groups, semi-structured
interviews and surveys), and is divided into four sections:
•
•
•
•

location drivers
land-use drivers
views, values and land management
making sense of diversity.

The section of the report concludes with a summary and key messages.

Location drivers
Amenity landscape is a key driver that influences the location of property purchase and influences how
the property is managed. Demographic changes occurring in amenable rural areas may have significant
impacts on future natural resource management research, development and extension. In his
comprehensive investigation of social landscape change, Barr (2003) suggests amenity demand for
land, water and landscape is shaping future agricultural landscapes. Small lifestyle farmers are often
the dominant private landowners in many amenity farming landscapes and peri-urban rural landscapes.
The increasing demand for multifunctional uses—with land and water resources being expected by
urban populations to provide forests, adequate clean water, improved river health, ‘clean’ food and
landscape amenity—is a significant factor influencing land-use change. Across Australia farming
districts that are amenable and accessible are in demand for rural living, and land prices reflect this
demand. Like other states, Victoria’s booming lifestyle property market is inflating the commercial
value of agricultural land. Land Victoria’s latest figures show sales of 2 to 20 hectare lifestyle
properties, with a house, rose from 48 in 1998 to 2528 in 2004 (DSE 2004a). Barr (2003) argues that
the gentrification of some rural landscapes is inevitable.
The location of the sector creates a number of challenges for improved delivery mechanisms,
including:
•
•
•
•
•

ensuring that new entrants manage land in ways that don’t threaten markets, productivity of
surrounding land, or natural assets (for example, weed control)
minimising the impacts of production systems in surrounding areas (for example, noise, odour,
dust)
increasing pressure on full-time commercial farmers as higher land prices make economies of
scale more difficult
increasing conflict between the desire for amenity values and intensive production systems
increasing community expectations for services and infrastructure delivered by government.
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Alexandra (2002) suggests that the natural resource management change drivers influencing landscape
change include:
•
•

many part-time and hobby farmers, with an associated ‘churn’ of ownership, meaning that offfarm income is driving diversification and new business initiatives
age of many graziers, with many being risk adverse and unlikely to change, but with generational
changes and subdivision on the horizon.

Figure 9. Conceptual continuum of ‘push’ and ‘pull’ factors associated with urban and rural
living.

Urban migration to rural areas is occurring for many reasons. Qualitative data analysis of established
small lifestyle farmers in the study enabled a grouping of ‘push factors’ (from urban living) and ‘pull
factors’ (to rural living). Dominant push factors were perceived to be safety and crime issues, financial
costs of city living and getting away from the fast pace of city living, commonly referred to as the ‘rat
race’. Dominant pull factors were the semi-isolation of rural lifestyles, a cleaner and healthier
environment, safety and alternative living.
Real estate agents are increasingly recognising opportunities to market small rural holdings aligned to
amenity appeal and romanticised country living. The research conducted secondary data analysis of
major rural newspaper advertisements which highlighted a trend towards promoting the lifestyle of
small farms capable of supporting a range of agricultural pursuits. The lifestyle focus portrayed in
rural property guides is typified by loaded language such as ‘live in a delightful rural setting’, ‘escape
the rat race’ or ‘get away from the hustle and bustle of everyday work’. For many, the move to the
country is made attractive with advertisements such as ‘only 40 minutes from the city’, ‘handy to the
snowfields and wineries’ or ‘peaceful rural lifestyle’.
Environmental amenity is intrinsically linked to the drivers of the small lifestyle farm location. Trust
for Nature, Australia’s oldest land trust helping to conserve privately owned natural bush, encourages
prospective purchasers by writing ‘buy your own nature haven’ on property sale signs. A new
publication titled A Good Environment Sells has been recently released to assist real estate agents
identify and market environmental values of properties in response to market demand for small
lifestyle holdings in Victoria (DSE 2005).
In response to the changing composition of the people who live in rural landscapes, two persistent
issues have arisen during the study. The first concerns rural people themselves. There is a perception
that the rural population reflects a quintessential ‘balance’, yet research (Barr et al. 2005; Synapse &
Hudson 2005) suggests that demographic trends are changing the character of communities, leading to
polarisation and social exclusion. This may influence delivery mechanisms. For example, the shift in
membership in Landcare in the study area has had an impact on the number of commercial farms
actively participating in Landcare groups.
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The second issue is the fundamental research problem of defining peri-urban and rural small lifestyle
farms in order to investigate what drives small lifestyle farmers. The pragmatic definition of what
constituents a small lifestyle farmer masks rural demographic change variation (for example, between
commuter, remote rural and rural residential), and is further distorted by the effects of retirement
migration to nominally rural towns. Despite this, it is evident that the location of the sector is strongly
influenced by availability of services. Regions containing services were more likely to have high
percentages of small and lifestyle farmers based on the ABS Accessibility/Remoteness Index of
Australia (ARIA) (see Appendix A).
All participants in the study area had high expectations of services reflecting urban expectations.
Services that were important for location include:
•
•
•
•

educational facilities
health care
well paid employment opportunities
diverse retail and entertainment opportunities.

The notion of country living as a healthier alternative to urban lifestyles was evident during discussion
groups. It is a widely held perception that rural life is healthy and wholesome with relatively lower
levels of stress. The small lifestyle farmers with urban backgrounds who participated in the study
claimed that community spirit is stronger in rural communities. This view is often re-confirmed in the
media’s portrayal of a simple, uncomplicated life in the country, with friendly rural communities.
Burnley and Murphy (2004) use the example of ABC TV’s Sea Change series as a depiction of
country life and people escaping, or dreaming of escaping, from high cost and high pressure
metropolitan lifestyles. Salt (2003) goes on further to explore the power of the media and introduces
the ‘Sigrid Factor’, a statistically proven cause-and-effect relationship between an increased rate of
population growth in rural town fringe living and the set location of actress Sigrid Thornton’s popular
television series.
Data from the consultative phase reaffirmed the notion among small lifestyle farmers that country
living is perceived to be more desirable than urban living. One participant summarised the appeal of
country living:
You don’t have as many creature comforts that you get in the city but
the lifestyle here is far superior.
A strong desire to connect with community and neighbours can also motivate small lifestyle land
ownership. A couple commented on the social advantages:
We have a better social life and social circle then we would have had
if we still lived in Sydney because everyone is too busy… so in terms of
lifestyle decision, it was the right decision on that alone.
Acceptance in local communities may be difficult. In some regions the local community can
marginalise newcomers because of their alternative views and values and land management practices.
However, there are cases where small lifestyle farmers do not want to participate in local community
events, or establish relationships, but rather enjoy the semi-isolation of rural life.
Family values and space to raise children in a healthy environment is important:
We want to create a clean and healthy environment for our kids to
grow up in.
For many small lifestyle farmers, country life offers ‘freedom’ for their children, which was perceived
as unavailable in urban settings. This ‘freedom’ associated with country life contributes to the
perception of rural life being healthy and wholesome. The notion of the country providing a
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‘wholesome’ place to raise and unite the family unit may be considered a romanticised stereotype.
Trewin (2003) confirmed that commercial farm families have a more orthodox family structure than
their urban counterparts, with over half (54 per cent) of farming families consisting of a couple with
children living with them, a greater proportion than for urban families (47 per cent). For others,
spending their childhood on a farm or fond memories of country visits motivates aspiration to provide
the same experience for their children. One city couple, both from farming families, commented:
The main reason was to give Chris and Ben [their children] a chance
to have a rural lifestyle.
There is a growing number of people within the sector with professional and business backgrounds
seeking an alternative living in a rural setting. This may not mean engaging in country life with other
residents per se. The ‘weekend getaway’ or ‘rural retreat’ notion can be a catalyst for small lifestyle
farm ownership and absentee landholders:
It’s about simplifying things.
A sense of freedom and space is important to small lifestyle farmers. Living in a rural setting offers
isolation from neighbours compared to urban environments. The majority of participants valued
isolation from neighbours and other people. Some felt that even the social inclusion in a larger
regional town was still too invasive for their preferences:
I am not unfriendly, but I don’t need neighbours close by all the
time… put it that way.
The notion of connection to place is also important. In the study area the attraction to the natural
beauty of the region and/or past connection through family or friends was evident:
I have always loved the mountains, have been coming up here since I
was a kid… There is no way we are going back to the flats.
Our family has lived around here for years. I am a bush walker, I just
love the bush.
I have an emotional tie to this area, I don’t know what it is.
I had a love of farming since I was a kid. All my holidays were spent on my grandfather’s
farm.

Land-use drivers
The drivers that influence the location of the sector can also have an impact on land-use and
management practices. For example, land management knowledge, views and values can drive landuse practice. Understanding the causes or drivers of land-use change associated with lifestyle farms
has been previously explored by Crosthwaite et al. (2004). There are two sets of drivers that influence
decision-making: ‘personal drivers’ and ‘mega-drivers’. Personal drivers are the landholders’
motivations that allow them to satisfy their fundamental human needs. Mega-drivers refer to those
external influences over which landholders have limited or less control, but which create opportunities
or impose constraints on what they can do. Actions by landholders depend on both motivation and
opportunity. This study has investigated personal drivers.
The main drivers of land-use changes associated with the sector are employment opportunities,
subdivision, well-being and demographics. Land management knowledge, views and values drive
land-use practice. Land management styles of small lifestyle farmers are diverse and often
unconventional.
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The drivers of small lifestyle farm owners are unique to the sector. This study suggests that the
primary driver of small lifestyle property ownership is family lifestyle aspirations. Personal drivers
are important in determining whether land-use change opportunities are taken up. The distinction
between the family system and farm business system helps to clarify what can be realistically
expected of landholders. Motivation to change land management for natural resource management
reasons is more likely to come if it addresses the most important concerns of farm families, delivers
as many personal needs as possible, and acknowledges their worldviews.
Analysis of the data suggests personal drivers that influence location and how land is managed
include:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

aspirations for niche production or entry into small-scale agricultural industries
environmental restoration
preference for a ‘natural’ lifestyle
family security
alternative living
independence and isolation
connection to place
personal well-being.

Our consultation with the sector highlights that it does not share the same drivers for rural land
ownership and land management that are attributed to more commercial farming operations. Clearly,
farm productivity is not a primary driver for land purchase or management. Ashlin’s (2004) work on
changing social landscapes suggests that land-use change can be viewed as feedback processes in
which governments respond to changes as well as forming part of the framework that constrains and
enables (drives) change (see Figure 10). A similar framework may be applied to the small lifestyle
farm sector, although with less emphasis on the socio-economic processes (that is, commodity prices,
consumer preferences). Size of land availability and price in amenable landscapes influences location
choice and land management. Land capability also influences property selection and management for
small lifestyle farmers with niche industry or small-scale farming aspirations, and this can drive
change.
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Figure 10. A conceptual framework for land-use change in rural Australia (Ashlin 2004).

Access to services is a driver for small lifestyle farm ownership in rural Australia as
commercial agricultural lands change ownership.
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N Vivo® analysis of the interview data highlights a mix of personal drivers that motivate purchase and
management of a small lifestyle farm allotment. The desire for niche operations and value adding of
agricultural products can be linked to romanticised notions of business ventures. Most of the
interviewees had established, or had future goals to enter into, specialised small-scale enterprises such
as gourmet foods or exotic animal production systems:
He [husband] went and had a look at a hazelnut set-up. He became
very keen about the idea with me, and thought this looks like a good
opportunity…
Less than 20 per cent of the study participants had no interest in generating any agricultural income
from the property. There was a direct correlation between property size and not wanting to generate
income from the property, with the smaller properties (less than 10 hectares) having the least interest
in agriculture. This group may be best described as rural residential with a strong environmental
orientation. For this group, a key driver for land ownership is environmental values and concern with
restoring landscapes into a more natural state:
I think my property is more of a haven, I am actually doing something
for the environment, like a land for wildlife.
I am one of those small farmers that bought the property to look after
it, so it is in better condition. If I am in control of it no one else can go
and ruin it.
For others, small lifestyle farming provides an entry point into agriculture and land management
associated with future full-time farming aspirations.
My husband and I couldn’t afford to buy a large farm. We have
always wanted to be farmers… so we settled for a small-scale farm.
Reconnecting with nature and growing your own food are key aspirations for some small lifestyle
farmers. Most interviewees discussed the health benefits of living in the country, in particular the
ability to control inputs, such as synthetic agricultural chemicals:
Yeah we’ve got a big veggie garden, I mean the lifestyle’s all about
growing our own food, also we collect every bit of water and pour it
out on the garden.
One of the reasons we moved here was to be in control of what we eat,
and the air we breathe, we wanted to be healthy.
This ‘health’ driver is closely aligned to land management practices, particularly in regard to chemical
usage. This also ties in a philosophy of ‘alternative agriculture’, or rejecting the assumptions made in
the more scientific production focus on agriculture. Vanclay (1995) discusses alternative agriculture,
stressing the harmony with nature and opposition to the supposedly exploitative and damaging
practices of ‘high-tech’ agriculture, a desire to link production to local needs rather than demands from
distant markets and community self-reliance.

Views, values and land management
Small lifestyle farmers have diverse land management views and values. They perceive the world
around them differently, to varying degrees, and all have different notions of what is ‘good’ land
management practice and where conservation fits. Values are an important driver for land
management.
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Different worldviews, or understandings in the way in which society should and does function, is a
product of each person’s unique history, which shapes the way they perceive the world. Giddens
(2001) defines the role of values as giving meaning and providing advice to people as they interact
with the social (and physical) world. Rogers et al. (1988) argue that values are symbolic statements of
what is right and important—a set of standards and principles that are culturally determined and affect
attitudes. Thus, it is imperative to understand the values of small lifestyle farmers (which determine
their views) in order to understand why they do or do not undertake specific land management
practices.

Small lifestyle farm entrance on the left and a commercial farm gate on the right.
A survey of small lifestyle farmers was undertaken within the study area to contextualise the major
environmental challenges facing the sector in their location within the study area. Weeds were
acknowledged as the major environmental challenge, followed by issues associated with soil health,
such as soil erosion and salinity, and the protection of native biodiversity. Semi-structured interviews
and discussion groups explored individual’s knowledge of the natural resource management issues and
the implications for their property. Major themes were identified and allocated to categories as
discussed below.

Weeds
Government recognises that a coordinated approach to weed control is required to protect and maintain
Australia’s environmental and agricultural landscapes. Our research suggests that the small lifestyle
farm sector represents an important client base to target weed educational programs. There is a rural
community perception that small lifestyle farms contribute to weed problems. Our data suggests that
the small lifestyle farm sector recognises weeds as a major natural resource management concern.
However, the research highlights that the identification of weed species and knowledge of
management options is low despite an awareness of weeds as a threat. This suggests an opportunity for
extension delivery mechanisms to provide base information and practical solutions for effective weed
management in catchments with large numbers of small lifestyle farms.
Knowledge influences the way in which individuals understand and give meaning to objects (Leeuwis
2003). This is important in the context of weed control, as those with little knowledge about weeds
have poor understanding of the environmental or agricultural impacts. Small lifestyle farmers that are
relatively new to land management often have no knowledge of weeds. Their comments about weeds
after their first year on the property included:
That was a great surprise to us, ‘cos we didn’t know anything about
weeds.
It has certainly been a learning curve for me with weeds here, just
recognising it in its different stages, actually identifying them to begin
with.
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Personal observation by individuals plays a role in motivating small lifestyle farmers to seek more
information on weed species. A small and lifestyle farmer, who had a severe blackberry problem,
commented on their learning cycle:
Because we were studying it, we felt like we were experts in 12 months
on blackberries.
Once weeds have been identified, consideration needs to be given to the capacity of the landholder to
effectively manage the particular species. Weed identification does not ensure that the small lifestyle
farmer will control the problem. As well as awareness of a weed problem, there needs to be an
understanding of control methods and suitability to the small lifestyle farmer’s particular needs. This
involves selecting and promoting an appropriate method that will be influenced by the views and
values of the land manager.
Over a third of small lifestyle farmers consulted practised non-chemical control of weeds. Those who
practised non-chemical control of weeds viewed mainstream production as ‘unhealthy’, believing that
organic produce was a much ‘healthier’ alternative. A small and lifestyle farmer tells a story about
their land use and how this, in turn, is related to their previous experiences with poor health:
The main aim of the game was to be self-sufficient for food so we don’t
have to go to the supermarket… where we knew what things have been
fed and what chemicals have been sprayed. And that pretty much
started up because we both lost family members to cancer. So that’s
the reason why we are here.
Cross-analysis of the data in N Vivo® suggests a correlation between the time spent on the property
and the size of the property, compared to the propensity of landholders practising non-chemical
control for weed eradication. Small property owners (below 40 hectares of land) and those relatively
new to the property (less than five years) were more inclined to practise non-chemical control for weed
eradication. Methods of non-chemical control that we observed in the study included physical
removal, selective grazing and biological control of weeds. In a majority of cases we found that the
participants would often use a combination of these methods.
Hoeing of weeds was regularly practised by most of the study participants. One retiree couple said that
they often walk around their property with a mattock and dig up Patterson’s curse:
[We] would go off with a mattock and dig up any of these weeds and
I’d just stop off the road, and pull up the odd Patterson’s curse.
Interviewees that practised physical removal of weeds were more likely to be retirees or people with a
partner who were not employed in full-time off-farm work. Another small lifestyle farmer commented
on the scale of small properties and being able to remove weeds:
Weed control without herbicide is possible for small properties, as
people can carry hoes around with them.
A popular non-chemical method for weed eradication was selective grazing, for example using goats:
There are weeds on our place but we’ve got three goats. That’s the
only weed control we’ve got because we don’t want to use chemicals
on the place.
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A fenceline showing blackberries where goats have been used in the front of the fence to
selective graze blackberries.
Biological control of weeds is a highly desirable option among participants. However, less than eight
per cent of study participants were undertaking biological control of weeds despite it being advocated:
We have tried Patterson’s curse weevil and it worked great.
For many small lifestyle farmers alternate methods for weed management are perceived to be
unrealistic in response to the level of weed infestation:
We started weed control by just spraying Roundup™—which I
resisted at first, I thought there has got to be a better way to do this.
But everyone said, ‘Spray, spray, you got to spray’. They said, ‘In the
end you will end up spraying, everyone does’. And in the end we
ended up spraying.
More than 35 per cent of the interviewees used chemical weed control options. However, it was noted
that there was a hesitation to acknowledge chemical usage. For some, chemical control provided the
only practical solution for the control of weeds on their property:
I do use chemicals. Weeds are a problem, it is a minimal use… that’s
all I use.
A lot of environmentalists say no sprays. In the country that is totally
unrealistic, and I did not for a minute think that I would not spray. I
am careful with my spraying and the land. But I still use the highest
concentration that is acceptable to do the job properly.
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Spot spraying is a viable alternative to purchasing large equipment for spraying weeds on a
small scale.
Packing and pricing of agricultural products, particularly herbicides, was an issue for the sector. A
small lifestyle farmer vented his frustration:
It makes it very expensive if you are using chemicals and things,
you’ve got to go and buy the big containers, unless you’ve got
someone to share with.
Economic constraints of purchasing equipment, spraying or hiring a contractor often prevented
appropriate weed management strategies. A small lifestyle farmer explained how the income from the
property was a constraint:
Yeah, it has got a lot of Patterson’s curse and blackberries and we
have slowly been working our way through it all. At the start we didn’t
have a lot of money behind us and not many cattle, so we didn’t have
much to really spend on herbicides.
I spent the first three or four years getting them [weeds]. Digging the
first year because I couldn’t afford to spray them. Dig, dig, dig. I am
right on top of them now. Now I can afford to spray regularly. I hit
the whole lot.
Community pressure and perceptions of being a ‘poor’ land manager can be a powerful trigger for
compliance. A small lifestyle farm commented:
Yes, with our little block… we are working hard and controlling the
weeds.
Just trying to get the weeds and that under control, yeah. They were
sort of so bad when we got here… it was embarrassing.

40

Our research suggests that incentives can be a useful mechanism to encourage weed management and
land stewardship. In the study area, landowners valued incentive schemes as a part of Landcare:
It was a strong motivator, we got the fence built for nothing, the trees
and the fertiliser for nothing, plus we got the spray.
Most people use it [spray subsidy] to get rid of weeds. It’s the only
logical way of doing it.

Soil
Poor soil management is often associated with the sector. During the interview phase, it became
evident that participants who had spent a longer time (two years plus) on the property or could see the
soil degradation were more aware of soil health issues and practised management options.

An inherited erosion site on a small lifestyle farm property: tree belt planting has been
undertaken by the owner to arrest the issue.
Vanclay (2004) suggests that farmers do what they consider to be the ‘right thing’. They conform to
notions of ‘good land management’. This applies to small lifestyle farmers. However, the notion of
‘doing the right thing’ is a complex entity and is socially and individually constructed, meaning that
different groups of people have different ideas about what constitutes the right thing to do. For
example, ‘absentee’ small lifestyle farmers spend limited time on their property and are not influenced
by community perceptions of what the farming community define as ‘right’ or ‘unacceptable’ land
management practice.
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Soil erosion, because of its visibility, is an example of the sector conforming to the notion of good
farm management concentrating efforts to repair erosion sites. The research suggests that issues such
as soil erosion are more important to a small lifestyle farmer than other soil degradation issues. This
may be explained, in part, due to the visibility of soil erosion, and the burden of community
perceptions of being a poor land manager:
The main serious problem which I knew when I bought it [the
property], and some of the thrill, is trying to cope with erosion.
Soil testing was not widely practised by small lifestyle farmers. However, those who did have a soil
test done were more likely to be production-oriented and/or looking at niche industry opportunities.
Small lifestyle farmers who were more oriented towards conservation were less likely to be aware of,
or use, soil testing (although all interviewees had a poor understanding of soil testing):
Well maybe it is my lack of ability to interpret the results. I
acknowledge my limitation, but they know Johnny farmer is asking for
a soil test… I expect a simplistic answer: this is what you do.
Our research suggests that there is an opportunity for development of a soil testing service with
appropriate learning resources targeted at the sector. It suggests that the barriers to adopting soil health
management strategies on small lifestyle farms include:
•
•
•

lack of awareness and understanding of soil health, soil testing and interpretation
low levels of knowledge about soil management
perceived lack of connection and relevance to lifestyle aspirations.

Small lifestyle farmers entering into a niche enterprise were more inclined to pay closer attention to
the application of fertilisers on their property:
Because it is just a dabble really, you know we are prepared to put
some super out if that’s going to make a difference…
For this small lifestyle farmer, who had a variety of niche enterprises, money and time spent on
fertiliser and lime application was an investment:
We are going to look at improving the soil, because we did all our
soil tests. I think the pH was one to two points below what it should
have been… we are spending on fertiliser and lime.
Trial and error approaches to understanding soil nutrient constraints were a popular learning approach:
One thing I noticed when I tried sulphur the first time and I did it next
time deliberately, I reckon I had a better result. Don’t know whether I
am dreaming or not, with a higher sulphur rate in the super. It really
kicked on… it was phenomenal.
Others adopted a different view of soil management:
We went to this course and got an agronomist in to talk about
fertiliser. It was a very tunnelled vision… It was basically ‘Put on
more super… just dump it on, dump it on’.
Local agribusiness and farmer advice was considered to be important when developing soil
management plans:
So what you do is go and ask, in this case, in Myrtleford; it’s like the
centre and that’s where I brought the super from, I went to the agent
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there. And he said you will need this up there, because he knew what
was lacking… It’s like going to buy a t-shirt, if you look at t-shirts
there is like thousands of different types… it’s like looking at the
different types of fertiliser. They know what the local soil needs.
It was suggested by the guy that agisted stock here that we should put
out some super. And we trusted his judgment being an old farmer,
being a good farmer too. And we just trusted him, and we thought ‘all
right, yeah we should start doing it’.
We were told by a few farmers that super makes the grass grow.
Soil acidity management was a low priority for small lifestyle farmers less concerned with production.
Most of the small lifestyle farmers interviewed were aware that the soils in the region were acidic;
however, few had undertaken any steps towards liming their property.

Native biodiversity
Biodiversity is an important landscape feature for small lifestyle farmers for a range of reasons:
People will pay for a place that is looking good, has got native veg,
has got timber on it.
Most of the small lifestyle farmers interviewed had undertaken or planned to undertake tree planting
on their property. A common motivator was to improve their property. One small lifestyle farmer
commented:
I have strong conservation tendencies. I wanted to see native bush as
much as possible.
For this participant, conservation was a strong driver to continue to undertake tree planting. There
were many encouraging stories from small lifestyle farmers regarding tree planting and preservation of
existing areas. Below are selected passages from small lifestyle farm participants who talked about
native vegetation on their properties:
The property is very heavily vegetated either with grasses or weeds;
since I have had the property it has probably doubled, the number of
trees and shrubs.
We have planted 2500 trees ourselves, natives to the area.
We are going to plant 600 little trees, well I am going to. Which is
through another grant to restore a bank, and it’s all indigenous to this
area. And more than likely I will be able to get more than 600 trees, I
will be able to keep planting down, well beyond the fence up there.
Another participant discussed their planting and planning of native vegetation through their local
Landcare group:
We have planted a lot of trees around the dam. We have got a
thousand more trees growing now to be planted, and we have ordered
another 2000.
Small lifestyle farmers have strong beliefs that rural living is enhanced by vegetation and that the
presence of wildlife adds to the appeal of the country setting:
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We often hear and see strange little animals we don’t quite get enough
sight of. We have a friend [who is] interested to come up and see if
there is a particular glider here. And we have been at times in the
bush, and bandicoots or quolls, something, something is flipping
around. You never quite catch sight of it, but I would like to know
what’s up there.
The majority of small lifestyle farmers were passionate about environmental works, particularly tree
planting, and displayed a proud land stewardship ethic of their property:
We have had people come here who have never seen such a crosssection of birds in such a short time. It’s an oasis and there is water
here, native vegetation and increasing vegetation. I belong to Land for
Wildlife… but none of the larger traditional farmers here do.
Less than 12 per cent of small lifestyle farmers who participated in the research were not interested in
planting more trees:
Native vegetation? I mean we are surrounded by trees, we don’t need
gum trees… I mean you got to realise it is only 16 acres we are talking
about here.
You know... People are talking about ‘You got to plant trees’. There is
millions of acres of trees around these mountains. Planting trees isn’t
going to change anything… it’s only a cosmetic thing… It’s not as if
you have got endless bloody open areas.
We don’t want a total bush block.
There are differing views and values held by small lifestyle farmers regarding the importance and
place of native vegetation on their property. People have different understandings of what constitutes
‘good’ native biodiversity. One small and lifestyle farmer, who in addition to a niche industry had a
20-hectare bush block, commented on his bush block:
I might just take a couple of trees quietly out and put some more in
that are better suited. But I think it is tough when the red tape is
immediately suspicious, when there are a lot of farmers that do have a
lot of green type sympathies and tendencies, you know?
Another small lifestyle farmer commented on his decision to plant exotic species:
We are not big on native trees, we just like deciduous trees. If you
noticed when you drove in, well you probably didn’t see them because
they are all deciduous. They are all along the driveway...
Rural lifestyle ideals can contradict the ecological concerns of the local area. Delivery mechanisms
need to focus on raising awareness of the importance of biodiversity and native species within the
sector. Small lifestyle farmers often strive to try and keep the area ‘clean’ by removing trash and other
vegetation from the ground. Mowing roadside frontage and large expanses is common practice.
In the study, one participant told how he spent a lot of his time on the property ensuring that there was
no tree limbs or trash on the ground on his property. This involved spending weekends and time after
work moving the trash into big piles. However, attending a course on biodiversity management at the
local TAFE changed his view.
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We would clean up all the wood… everything… At that time I
probably didn’t appreciate, as much as I do now, to have that bit of
rubbish on the ground.
Generally time constraints limit land management practices undertaken by the sector and influence
ranking of tasks based on value of importance:
I mean we are tree planters but it was not a priority. We said ‘Look,
you take the fencing material back, we don’t want it, we are working
on other things’.
And sort of any spare money we have had we have been putting it into
the blackberries and that sort of thing. I suppose once things get
cleaned up it’s a lot easier to get in and do other things.
We would like to get a few gums in and stuff, whatever is the go. But
finding time is a hard thing.

Practical and local knowledge
Our consultation with small lifestyle farmers highlights that they value land management advice and
technical knowledge from within local agribusiness firms and district farmer networks. For many
small lifestyle farmers, agricultural and land management knowledge is generally low. Many are new
entrants to farming. Delivery mechanisms that link local landholders, whether large or small, to natural
resource outcomes are likely to be important.
Within the traditional farming sector, knowledge of the natural environment has been built up over
many generations of living in and observing the natural environment. Vanclay and Lawrence (1995)
present examples of this indigenous knowledge such as understanding weather cycles, ploughing
times, vegetation growth or livestock management. Other examples might include choice of desirable
vegetation species or local soil types and constraints. This type of knowledge is built up over time or
may be passed on and enhanced through generations of farming families and rural social networks. It
is widely recognised that farming knowledge and understanding of the land is socially constructed;
what farmers understand and believe about the biophysical environment is a function of their unique
contexts and pasts (Vanclay & Lawrence 1995).
As small lifestyle farmers have spent a relatively limited amount of time on the property and come
from non-farming backgrounds, the sector has little indigenous knowledge. This knowledge can often
play an important role in the sustainable management of land; however, it should be noted that
indigenous land management knowledge should not be over-romanticised as being ecologically literate
knowledge. Analysis of the qualitative data revealed that knowledge levels increased about particular
land management topics with time spent on the property, with participation in extension activities or
within local farm community networks.
Because of their limited farming experience and lack of local knowledge, the sector often lacks the
practical or tacit knowledge of its fully commercial counterparts. Examples of this type of knowledge
may include applying fertilizers and herbicides, fencing, operating machinery or vaccinating cattle.
This mutually shared knowledge within more traditional farming cultures is often assumed as
something which farmers are ‘just expected to know’. One participant commented:
I haven’t even learnt about fencing, but I am going to have to start to
learn about it because it is something that everybody does.
Our research suggests small lifestyle farmers can be active information seekers but that the application
of ‘information’ into practical/tacit knowledge can often be a haphazard process. Mutual or shared
knowledge is often a precursor towards participation with other local farmers, whether this is a basic
understanding of weather patterns, practical skills or routine farming tasks. Because this mutual or
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shared knowledge is embedded into traditional farming cultures, and often passed on through
generations, small lifestyle farm entrants that may not possess this knowledge, or whose different
worldviews may clash against traditional agrarian knowledge systems, may suffer from exclusion from
traditional farming networks. One participant made it her priority to attend local events aimed at larger
traditional farmers to enable learning relationships to develop:
I was going along to these things [field days and workshops] for other
reasons. Like I have been to dairy farming and phosphates in soil
workshop. I am not interested in dairying farming, I went there to
meet people to listen… to learn… so that I know the culture of the
area better.

Making sense of the diversity
Land management styles of small lifestyle farmers are diverse and often unconventional. This diversity
will influence delivery mechanisms for natural resource management outcomes. Blaike (2000)
confirms that societies of any size and complexity are heterogeneous in terms of worldviews, culture
and lifestyle. An example of this heterogeneity witnessed by the researchers in the small lifestyle farm
sector was the differing notions of ‘appropriate’ land management subscribed to by the participants.
This is strongly associated with the drivers and the diverse social backgrounds of those in the sector.
The diversity that does exist is not an unsystematic occurrence, but particular subgroupings have
become evident. Howden et al. (1998) suggests making sense of diversity within the farming sector by
hermeneutically classifying differences along sub-cultural groupings that represent the different social
and structural variability. In an effort to begin to understand this diversity, some broad themes were
identified across the sector. During data analysis in N Vivo® it became evident that there was a link
between what was driving small lifestyle farmers and their particular views and values towards land
management. For example, those displaying strong environmental ethics were more likely to have
purchased the property for environmental and alternative lifestyle purposes. This sub-section was more
inclined to undertake environmental conservation including planting native vegetation. Four subgroups
became evident during the analysis.

The ‘green’ small lifestyle farmer
The ‘green’ small lifestyle farmer may live on the property or within a neighbouring regional town or
urban centre. One of the driving forces motivating the purchase of the land was to improve/care for the
environment. If they are producing any food and fibre off the property (more likely not) it is generally
only small amounts. They strongly value the environment as being important.

The ‘lifestyle’ small lifestyle farmer
The ‘lifestyle’ small lifestyle farmer resides on the property. The purchase of land is strongly driven
by lifestyle - to be out of the ‘rat race’, to have an open space for their children, or to be able to grow
produce for their own consumption. They could be involved in a niche enterprise, because of an
interest in the product, or otherwise grazing enterprises, chiefly to pay running costs and keep the grass
down. Natural resource management may be considered important, but is not the highest priority, and
recognition of environmental problems is usually low. They are not actively carrying out a sustained or
holistic approach to natural resource management. They may become involved in natural resource
management activities, particularly if incentives are provided or there are other clear benefits
generated alongside the environmental outcomes. They will avoid synthetic chemical inputs (fertiliser,
herbicide, pesticide) as a land stewardship motivated decision that is strongly associated with their
lifestyle/social well-being.
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The ‘beginning farming’ small lifestyle farmer
The ‘beginning farming’ small lifestyle farmer may reside on or off the land. The purchase of land is
primarily driven for the desire to be ‘farming’, usually to make money from an agricultural enterprise
(niche or traditional). They may or may not perceive natural resource management as a priority.
Recognition of environmental problems would be higher than ‘lifestylers’, but not as high as ‘greens’.
Even if environmental problems are recognised they are often not the highest priority—the farming
business is. They undertake environmental works that will benefit the farming business and
environment jointly, that is, a sustainable agriculture focus compared with being purely conservationoriented. In some cases, this group may have received their property from previous generational
transfer, or were larger commercial farmers that ‘retired’ or scaled down to a smaller property.

The ‘absentee’ small lifestyle farmer
The ‘absentee’ small lifestyle farmer may have purchased land for lifestyle or farming reasons, for a
traditional agricultural enterprise, or for a specific purpose such as having a place to hunt or as an
investment. They do not reside on the land, do not have a strong land stewardship ethic and their
knowledge or recognition of environmental problems is low. Natural resource management is not a
priority and they are only likely to carry out an environmental activity if an external party coordinates
it or if regulated to do so (for example noxious weed control).
These subgroups of small lifestyle farmers are not universal definitions. For example, in some cases, a
participant may categorise themselves across different subgroups. Rather, they are categories that have
arisen from the research to inform extension delivery mechanisms and practitioners. There will always
be variation in the way people adopt and participate in land management activities. Inherent diversity
within private land ownership and rural communities means delivery mechanisms for sustainable rural
property management must be flexible. Small lifestyle farmers do not share the same professional
networks as more traditional landowners. Some will not value the information sourced from advocates
of particular practices because they don’t share a similar personal construct or worldview about
farming.

Summary
•

Land management drivers of small lifestyle farmers are diverse and often unconventional. They all
perceive the world around them differently and have different notions of what is ‘good’ land
management.

•

Economics is not an important driver across the sector. Lifestyle and well-being are the main
drivers for small rural property ownership.

•

Small lifestyle farmers are diverse. They have different drivers and land management knowledge,
views and values. Subgroupings may emerge.

•

To improve sustainable land management on small lifestyle farms, delivery mechanisms should
address issues that are of greatest concern to the landowner and their families, deliver as many
personal needs as possible and work with particular worldviews that people hold.

Key messages
•

There is a diverse range of views and values held by small lifestyle farmers towards land
management. These are strongly associated with drivers for purchasing a small rural property and
their social backgrounds.

•

Extension delivery mechanisms that focus on productivity and profit are unlikely to appeal to the
sector.
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•

Because of the diversity that exists within rural society, there will always be variation in the way
people adopt and participate in land management activities. Inherent diversity within private land
ownership and rural communities means natural resource management programs, policies and
delivery mechanisms must be flexible in order to be successful in achieving change.

•

The operation of small farms where lifestyle issues are dominant is very different to those where
the imperatives of commercial agriculture are most important. The main drivers of lifestyle
farmers are employment opportunities, subdivision, well-being and demographics.
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Implications
Extension remains one of the key avenues to engage small lifestyle farmers in sustainable land
management. The Australasia-Pacific Extension Network (APEN 2001) broadly defines extension as
the use of communication and adult education processes to help people and communities identify
potential improvements to their practices, and then provide them with the skills and resources to bring
about these improvements. Generally, small lifestyle farmers have not been targeted in extension
program strategy development and delivery in a coordinated manner across Australia.
How do you learn about environmental issues that may be affecting your farm? What information
would you like to access? Do you have any problems accessing information? These were some of the
questions that the research team explored with small lifestyle farmers using focus groups, semistructured interviews and surveys. We also held discussions and workshops with extension providers
to explore their attitudes towards the sector, and identify some of the opportunities and barriers for
future engagement.
This part of the report explores the different ways in which small lifestyle farmers access information
and build knowledge on natural resource management. It begins by introducing a framework for
understanding extension and learning and explains why the small lifestyle farm sector has been
marginalised in extension. It then examines the four major extension models in agricultural extension
(Black 2000): transfer of technology, participatory approaches, one-to-one advice or information
exchange, and formal or structured education and training. It goes on to explore the suitability of each
model for engaging the sector, based on the characteristics of the sector and on-ground examples.

Extension and learning
The authors have adopted a framework based on previous research (Roling & Wagemakers 1998) to
understand extension and learning in regards to the small lifestyle farm sector. Using this framework,
extension and learning is conceptualised from a systems-based perspective. The relationship between
the small lifestyle farmer and farm is that of a human being managing the biophysical environment to
meet their desired outcomes. The resources in this biophysical environment include soil, air, water and
plants. These resources also operate to form an ecosystem process. These resources are manipulated
for production or, often in this case, lifestyle needs.
Land management is linked to what drives small lifestyle farmers, their land management knowledge
and their views and values. Natural processes that are out of the sphere of the small lifestyle farmers’
control include the elements, such as rainfall and temperature. Service providers and governments use
the natural sciences, particularly the applied sciences, as a means to manage the biophysical
environment to yield outcomes that are suited towards their goals. Leeuwis (2004) suggests that
farmers tend to use different procedures for arriving at valid knowledge from those used by the natural
science professions. As already mentioned (see Section 4.2), some small lifestyle farmers may be
involved in an alternative form of land management, rejecting some of the assumptions of agricultural
science.
By viewing extension from this perspective, farming is an agronomic and ecological practice, but also
a social practice. The relationship between the land and the small lifestyle farmer is socially
constructed and, therefore, is influenced by social interaction, such as extension. Change in the
relationship between the land manager and the landscape (soil, water, plants and animals) occurs when
the land manager engages in learning, thereby increasing their capacity to undertake change. Leeuwis
(2004) believes that from this perspective effective problem solving involves bringing about new
patterns of coordination between different sets of people and their natural environment.
Learning activities are not always formal extension processes. Farmers may learn through informal
social networks about values and farming norms in a particular region, or may be their own innovators
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of science on the farm. For some people, non-formal and incidental learning, such as within social
networks, can be the most significant learning (Foley 1999). This learning is passed on to other
farmers, and is further refined ‘over the fence’.
Aside from voluntary participation in learning activities and informal learning, on-ground practice
change may also occur due to policy initiatives, incentives, new regulations or market forces.
Governing bodies, such as CMAs or state departments, may make contracted agreements with land
managers, for example, to ensure the control of a particular pest plant problem on their property.
Figure 11. A conceptual framework to understand the role of extension and on-ground practice
change with a small lifestyle farmer.

Macro-forces and extension
The small lifestyle farm sector has been largely overlooked in extension practice in Australia, although
there are some extension programs, both public and private, that have begun to specifically market and
adapt their extension programs to the sector. To understand why the sector has not been targeted
within extension programs we need to explore the external forces affecting extension.
Coutts et al. (2004) previously examined the overall trends in agricultural extension through exploring
the structural, political, economic and philosophical contexts. A similar framework can also be
adopted to understand why small lifestyle farmers have not been included in extension planning and
programs (Figure11).

50

Figure11. Conceptual model of the external factors affecting extension practice and
organisation.

Extension and learning occurs in specific institutional frameworks and policy contexts. The policies of
national and state governments, and institutional frameworks of extension service providers, influence
the organisation and practice of extension. It has been argued that the institutional circumstances of an
agency strongly affect the ability of farmers to adopt management options that are effective (Nelson et
al. 2004). Vanclay (1994) describes how global economic contexts can affect extension at the local
level:
Despite the successful conclusion of the GATT negotiation, the
protectionist polices of the European Union and the United States,
combined with economic rationalist policies of the Australian
government, have led to a crisis in Australian agriculture…
Concurrent with the crisis in agriculture there has been a crisis in
agricultural extension in Australia… affecting the fiscal component
and the effectiveness, legitimisation and theoretical aspects of
extension.
During the late 1990s state and national government agriculture departments focused their attention
and resources on expanding agricultural production, through production-based technology to increase
exports (Cary 1993). Extension focused on the larger ‘top-end’ farmers and industry development.
Overall, there has been decreasing political support for agricultural extension and agricultural
extension agencies have responded in three ways (Marsh & Pannell 2000):
•
•
•

segmenting their client base and only dealing with ‘top-end’ farmers
privatising and adopting user-pays fees for services
adopting group extension approaches and ‘bottom-up’ philosophies that reduce the cost of
extension services and make farmers responsible for their own problems.

Although the effect of economic and political spheres are outside the scope of this report (for more
information see Coutts et al. 2004 and Marsh & Pannell 2000), it is important to recognise the
existence of these macro-forces and the relationship that they have on extension. In the context of the
small lifestyle farm sector, segmentation of client bases and the targeting of ‘top-end’ farmers have
meant the sector has become marginalised from mainstream government extension programs.
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Supportive institutions and policies for extension
Although outside of the scope of the research, it is important to remember that institutional
arrangements need to be further explored in the context of the small lifestyle farm sector. Roling and
Jiggins (1998) argue that the institutional and policy dimensions of governments are an emerging area
of interest for the transformation to more ecologically sound practices. Van de Fliert (2003) argues that
the new paradigm for extension research and ecologically sound agriculture needs to take place within
a context of supportive institutional and policy frameworks.
Fulton et al. (2003) note that little research has been done on the structural arrangements of extension
practitioners, or the impact these arrangements have on the quality of extension services. Such an
understanding can provide a firmer basis for the construction of development and training pathways
and for improving the efficiency and effectiveness of delivery mechanisms.
Currently, extension in Australia operates within a context of three-tiered government: national, state
and local (Coutts 2001). When exploring programs for the small lifestyle farm sector, it became
apparent that all levels of government need to be mutually responsible and accountable. Opportunity
exists for a ‘cross-pollination’ of extension programs, providing landholders with a single countenance
of government rather than having a variety of government programs in silos, particularly local
governments (see Appendix I). For further information regarding government and service delivery
refer to the paper by Petris (see Part II of this report).

Learning approaches and extension pathways
The importance of understanding land management and rural communities to effectively deliver
capacity building programs has been widely acknowledged (Cary 2001). The researchers held two
state workshops, surveys and focus groups with a variety of service providers in the pilot study region.
Our findings highlight that the small lifestyle farm sector is interested in a variety of different learning
approaches, including learning that:
•
•
•
•

involves the presentation of a range of alternative strategies
is based on local information
is presented in a practical way and at an appropriate time (generally outside of business hours)
allows for networking with other small lifestyle farmers and personal contact with extension
providers.

Some negative reactions reported previously by the sector (Hollier et al. 2003) stemmed from:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

extension providers not responding to questions and inquiries, or suggesting that landowners
contact someone else: ‘it’s not my job’
small lifestyle farmers feeling like guinea pigs and being used to test new regulations, with a belief
that positive actions were not sufficiently recognised by extension providers, but rather that they
concentrated only on the problems
staff who were not perceived as being able to relate to the small lifestyle farmer’s situation,
focusing too narrowly and lacking a holistic view of the system
reduced access to government extension providers
a perception of being treated unfairly with government extension being seen to help commercial
farmers more than the small farmers, despite both being tax payers
activities being held during the week, which often results in difficulties for small lifestyle farmers
wanting to attend (the exception being retirees)
domination in education and training activities by commercial farmers
activities that are perceived as not well structured or not practical enough
lack of recognition of small lifestyle farmers’ interests that may conflict with traditional
agricultural management styles and no provision of alternative strategies (for example, alternatives
to synthetic fertilisers, poison baits or introduced pasture species).
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The researchers undertook a series of surveys across a number of field days to further explore who the
sector was currently engaging with in regards to land management information (Figure12). The data
was organised according to how often small lifestyle farmers accessed the particular source, either
‘sometimes’ or ‘regularly’. This data should be read in conjunction with the discussion on the four
extension categories (see “Approach” below).
Figure12. Current information pathways that the sector is utilising.

Based on this survey, social networks between small lifestyle farmers and their friends were
considered most important, while brochures, newspapers, magazines and books were also popular
sources of information. An unexpected finding was that participants reported low use of the internet.
The majority of people interviewed indicated that they would not rely on only one particular source of
information, and expressed conflicting views on the value of different sources. For example, if they
received information through neighbours or friends, they would often check the validity of the
information through another source, such as field days. Many participants stressed that they did not
accept knowledge from any one source without question, rather they integrated the new information
with their existing knowledge and ideas, and considered a range of viewpoints.

Approach
To review extension practice and its use by the sector, extension strategies have been placed under
four main headings, as adopted by Black (2000). These include:
•
•
•
•

transfer of technology
formal or structured education
one-to-one advice
participatory approaches.

Transfer of technology
The underlying assumption of the transfer of technology (TOT) model of extension is that the linear
transfer of innovations will diffuse via farmers through various networks (Vanclay 1994; van de Fliert
2003). Although the TOT model is not ascribed to by many extension agents in Australia, a majority
of Australian extension programs operate along similar theories (Vanclay 1996).
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Among some extension practitioners and researchers, TOT extension has become an objectionable
term. This may be due to the widespread critique it has received and the notion of the delivery of
‘poor’ or ‘unpractical’ science; however, it does play an important role in extension to the small
lifestyle farm sector.
Typically, there is a linear flow of information from researchers conveying information and
technologies to extension workers, or in some cases subject matter specialists. These specialists then
train extension workers to conduct directive training sessions and create demonstration pilots for
contact farmers, who then go on to spread the message to other farmers (van de Fliert 2003). Examples
of methods and media that are classified as TOT include specialised field days, information centres
and print and electronic media (see Table 7).
Table 7. Methods and media that are classified under the transfer of technology theory.
Extension model
Technology transfer or information
access

Methods and media
• events such as field days to demonstrate
new farming technology
• meetings to present information to the
farming community
• print media, including rural newspapers,
magazines, newsletters books and leaflets
• radio, television and videos
• computer applications
• decision support systems
• information centres
• World Wide Web

Source: Black (2000).

The TOT model of extension is based on the assumption that innovations and knowledge are typically
developed and validated by research scientists, and that the task of extension agencies is to promote
the adoption of these technologies by farmers, who in turn increase their land management capacity
(Black 2000). This model has been criticised for the promotion of scientific knowledge as the only
legitimate knowledge.
For some time, TOT approaches have been questioned by various researchers (Buttel et al 1990;
Kloppenberg 1991; Vanclay and Lawrence 1995). Criticisms include:
•

•
•
•

Failure to recognise the subcultures that exist in the cultural construction of agriculture: Small
lifestyle farmers have a diverse range of views and values towards land management. TOT models
may be an unsuitable mechanism to raise awareness for sustainable land management as they do
not cater for this diversity.
Unacceptably accepting the products of science: Some small lifestyle farmers reject mainstream
science and adhere to alternative practices of food production. In such cases, TOT models that
promote mainstream scientific knowledge may be inappropriate.
Failure to recognise the long-term social, economic and environmental implications of
technology: Much agricultural research in Australia has focused on agricultural productivity (Grey
& Lawrence 2001) but this may not be appropriate for the small lifestyle farm sector.
Failure to acknowledge the local knowledge possessed by land managers: This is a less of an issue
with small lifestyle farmers who generally have low amounts of local knowledge.

TOT models can play an important role in the delivery of technical information, particularly a tiered
approach to those who are new to land management (less than two years) and require different
technical and background information.
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Transfer of technology and the small lifestyle farm sector
The advantage of the TOT model for extension is that it can provide a suitable medium for the delivery
of technical information. Those particularly new to land management (less than two years) have
different information needs that should ideally be focused around elementary land management topics.
In addition, hard copy resources are useful for the sector as they allow for flexibility to study when
farmers are free, overcoming some of their time constraints.
Research conducted in the United States of America (Richardson et al. 1996) with ‘small’ and ‘parttime’ farmers found that some TOT extension methods were preferred more than person-to-person
communication. These included notebooks, audiocassettes, videocassettes, miniature booklets and fact
sheets.
Results obtained from the field days (see Figure 13) indicate that methods classified under the
technology transfer or information access model - in particular written information and field days were regularly accessed by small lifestyle farmers. In addition, during the research some expressed the
need for an expert to be able to ‘tell them what to do, so we can do it’.
Providing technical information is not a definitive solution. Previous extension research has found that
access to information is not enough to change land management behaviour (Roling et al. 1998;
Vanclay 1992; Veldhuizen 1997). Pretty (2002) argues that ecological sustainability should be seen as
a process of social learning focused on building the capacity of land managers and their communities.
In addition, there has been an expressed need by the sector for localised and practical knowledge.
There is a growing body of literature (Becker et al. 1999; Pretty 2002; Roling et al. 1998; Vanclay &
Lawrence 1995) that suggests understanding the social context of agriculture, focusing on social
learning and community capacity building of land managers and their communities, within a
conducive political framework is the best way to achieve a more sustainable agriculture. To ensure
practice change within the small lifestyle farm sector the provision and access of technical information
needs to be followed up by facilitation within locally specific systems (Roling et al. 1998). Therefore,
it is important not to rely only on TOT models of extension for reaching the sector.
Formal or structured education and training
Formal or structured education and training refers to the courses, degrees, diplomas or training offered
through formal delivery mechanisms. These delivery mechanisms may include universities, TAFEs or
short courses, such as those offered through FarmBi$. The overall goal of formal or structured
education and training is the transfer of particular knowledge, skills and abilities to the participant.
Table 8 shows examples of formal and/or structured education. Universities and vocational education
and training courses have begun to recognise the small lifestyle farm sector as a market.
Table 8 Methods and media that are classified under formal or structured education.
Extension model
Formal or structured education

Methods and media
• university courses
• TAFE courses
• training modules in Property Planning programs
• other structured learning programs such as
PROGRAZE
• one-off events based on adult learning principles

Source: Black (2000).

Formal or structured education and training and the small lifestyle farm sector
Previous research (Bamberry et al. 1997) has shown that participation rates of commercial farmers
attending formal education and training are low. While defining training as award courses only, three
per cent of Australian farm businesses have someone participating in training in a 12-month period
(Kilpatrick 1995). Small lifestyle farmers’ participation rates in these training programs is unknown.
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However, this does not rule out the role of formal training playing an important function as a new
delivery mechanism for the sector. Small lifestyle farmers generally have a limited agricultural
background, but often have a high level of formal education. This may mean they are much more
receptive to formal educational learning activities. It is imperative that these programs incorporate
adult learning principles that build on the previous diverse life skills of small lifestyle farmers, which
are generally non-agricultural.
During the research phase it was more likely that those small lifestyle farmers who participated in
some formal educational program were involved, or planning to be involved, in a specialised industry
such as olives or green tea (see photo below). Also, time availability was a limiting factor, with
retirees being more likely to attend courses during weekdays.

A mixed group of larger and small lifestyle farmers participating in a structured educational
program on growing green tea.
Participants from formal education and training courses receive formal recognition in the form of
certificates or diplomas. This formal recognition may not be a strong driver for small lifestyle farmers:
due to their non-farming background, development in their weekday careers. This contrasts with
young commercial producers who are interested in accreditation and building towards further
qualifications (Coutts 2001).
Kilpatrick et al. (1999a) state that commercial farmers are not participating in the type of training that
industry leaders and agricultural educators see as a priority. Service providers planning to offer formal
structured education for small lifestyle farmers must consider the relevance of messages within their
courses.
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One-to-one advice or information exchange
One-to-one information exchange can be a formal user pays approach for information, or an informal
exchange of information between various farmers. Examples of one-to-one information exchange
includes services provided through private agronomic, environment or general consulting services,
diagnostic services provided by fertiliser companies, or less traditional forms such as the advice given
over the back fence to neighbours (see Table 9).
Globally, governments have been withdrawing from one-to-one extension. This is fuelled by
discussions surrounding the public and private nature of the information being delivered. From this
perspective, when the provision of advice is based on financial endeavours the cost should be borne by
the recipient, as this is a private good. Black (2000) raises the issue that often the situation is not
obvious, where the technical advice relates to problems that have a diffuse environmental impact, such
as tree planting, which contributes to the prevention or amelioration of salinity within a particular
water catchment.
One-to-one advice through private service providers
Private consultancy was ranked low by the sector (see Table 9), however, there was an expressed need
for a one-to-one information delivery service, without a user-pays approach. This was particularly
desirable among participants if the service provider visited their property. Among those expressing this
desire, there was an overall recognition that they had reduced access to government service providers.
Obanayujile and Hillson’s (1988) research found that part-time farmers in their state of Virginia
preferred personal visits more than full-time farmers and had much less of a propensity for using the
telephone to obtain information than the full-time farmers.
One of the inhibiting factors of small lifestyle farmers accessing agricultural consultancy was the price
they had to pay for services. Often small lifestyle farmers lack the clout of larger farmers with input
supplier dealers, or feel unimportant due to their size of production. Those who were entering into a
specialised niche industry were more inclined to purchase professional information from private
consultancies.
Table 9. Methods and media that are classified one-to-one advice or information exchange.
Extension model
One-to-one advice or information exchange

Methods and media
• one-to-one technical advisory services
• farm management consultancy
• diagnostic services
• rural financial counselling
• informal information exchange between
farmers

Source: Black (2000).

One of the issues facing small lifestyle farmers is a general lack of rural contractors targeting smaller
operations. These farmers often lack the time, equipment or expertise to do the job themselves (for
example to spray a chemical firebreak or to drench a few sheep). However, there are reports of new
contracting services developing that specifically cater their services to this sector (see Guise et al. in
Part II of this report).
The project team often received requests for one-to-one advice. Extension practitioners spoke of
similar experiences with small lifestyle farmers inquiring what they could do with their property to
generate some income, or who they could contact to find more information about particular subjects.
Small lifestyle farmers expressed a need for an expert opinion sometimes on a particular land
management topic, such as cell grazing, or a much broader subject area such as entering into a
particular niche industry. Leeuwis (2004) states that in helping farmers to deal with such problems
extension workers may not only provide relevant substance knowledge but also offer guidance on the
process of problem solving, or enhance the client’s capacity to solve problems themselves.
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There was an expectation from the sector that government departments should provide a one-to-one
technical advisory service. Participants felt that government was more likely to provide independent
advice compared to agribusiness representatives who were more concerned about selling products and
making a profit. Some participants who had not dealt with agribusiness voiced concern over biased
information from commercial providers in order to sell a product. Many purchased products and
received advice at their local rural merchandise store.
Horizontal networks
Horizontal networks are also classified within the one-to-one model of extension. Neighbours and
friends were the sources most regularly accessed by the sector (see Figure 13). Foley’s research (1998)
demonstrated that learning through informal networks could be as important, or more important, than
learning that occurs within a formal setting.
Horizontal or social alliances play an important role for the small lifestyle farm sector within learning.
Research undertaken by Millar & Curtis (1999) found that local knowledge played a vital role in the
sustainable management of pastures in temperate Australia for commercial operations. Kloppenberg
(1991) has suggested that this horizontal passage of knowledge is leading to a deconstruction of
techno-scientific discourse, and is being reconstructed with ‘local knowledge’, which is more
intimately linked to ecological and social sustainability.
Participatory approaches
Participatory approaches in extension developed out of criticism of extension as being top-down. Over
the past decade, government-funded extension has moved away from one-to-one technical advisory
services towards more group-based extension. The establishment of farmer groups has led to greater
involvement in the setting of the agenda by landholders (Roberts 2000). This has resulted in the group
approaches being referred to as participatory approaches.
The participatory paradigm states that the social component of sustainable land management is
overlooked, while conventional agriculture approaches centre on technology rather than the social
component. Therefore, from a participatory paradigm sustainability is characterised by the abilities and
behaviours that farmers display, including the knowledge and skills they possess, decision-making
processes they apply, and individual and collective actions they take (van de Fliert 2003). Chambers et
al. (1983 p.4) provide a succinct summary of a participatory-based approach:
Instead of starting with the knowledge, problems, analysis and
priorities of scientists, it starts with the knowledge, problems, analysis
and priorities of farmers and farm families. Instead of the research
station as the main locus of action, it is now the farm. Instead of the
scientist as the central experimenter, it is now the farmers, whether
woman or man, and other members of the family farm.
Mosse highlights in Cooke and Kothari (2001) some of the principles that contribute to the
effectiveness of participatory approaches, which include:
•
•
•
•
•

catering for diverse backgrounds and multiple realities
legitimising knowledge
cultivating fresh ideas
understanding clientele
promoting local knowledge.
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Table 10. Methods and media that are classified as participatory approaches.
Extension model
Participatory approaches

Methods and media
• Landcare groups
• catchment groups
• community development workshops
Participatory methodologies
• Participatory Rural Appraisal
• Rapid Rural Appraisal
• Agroecosystems Analysis
• Participatory 3-Dimensional Modelling
• Rapid Appraisal of Agricultural Knowledge
Systems

Source: Black (2000).

Black (2000) categorises participatory approaches within two main categories: data extraction or data
sharing and empowering (Table 10). Participatory approaches that are based on data extraction use
participatory techniques as a tool for extracting data. This data is then analysed by researchers, policy
makers or extension workers who then offer solution(s) or alter their approach to better match the
farmer’s needs. It is participatory in that farmers are the generators of the data, and solutions will be
reached by researchers taking into consideration factors such as project scope and solutions that will
be suitable within institutional arrangements. However, the level to which the information collected
from the farmers is utilised will depend on specific situations. In certain cases, the organisation may
think it is beneficial to introduce differing opinions from previous research or tailor a solution that is
more representative of a wider population.
The second type of participatory approach focuses on empowering that community. It is based on the
assumption that farmers have the capacity, creativity and analytical ability to develop models when
given the opportunity or empowered to do so (Chambers 1992). This type of participatory approach
stresses the sharing of data among the data generators. The farmer’s role is transformed from a data
generator, via ownership and control, to become an active participant.
Figure 14. A conceptual diagram of the two main categories of participatory approaches: data
extraction and empowerment.

59

Participatory approaches and the small lifestyle farm sector
Participatory-based extension programs have been recognised for their ability to solve more complex
situations which involve a variety of stakeholders (Black 2000). One of the strengths of participatory
approaches is the recognition of previous knowledge. Although small lifestyle farmers may have
limited land management expertise and knowledge, their professional or non-agricultural background
brings other legitimate skills. Through connecting current learning experiences on land management
with past experience, their learning experience is made more meaningful and assists them in acquiring
new knowledge. This method also allows for the introduction of non-land management knowledge,
and possible creative avenues to tackle land management issues. Although small lifestyle farmers may
have low levels of technical or practical knowledge they should not be considered as incompetent land
managers.
Small lifestyle farmers new to land management may lack an understanding and knowledge regarding
particular environmental issues. In these cases, intervention within the participatory cycles may be
necessary to help identify particular problems.
Participatory-based extension models also allow for the development of horizontal networks between
the various participants. If participants are seen as holders of legitimate knowledge they are more
willing to share their experiences without worrying about suffering ridicule. Also, these models
provide the space for different views and values when there is a large degree of diversity.

Improving extension pathways to the sector
This section is a synthesis of findings from service providers and small lifestyle farmers regarding the
four models of extension presented in this section of the report. It explores both public and private
service providers’ experiences of extension with the sector along the four extension categories. The
public service providers consulted were from a variety of different government organisations and
include Landcare coordinators, catchment management officers (state government), industry
development officers (state government) and environmental officers (local government). The private
services consulted represented a variety of different agricultural consultancy businesses across the
region. This section also discusses current examples of extension and their effectiveness along the four
approaches.

Transfer of technology
In response to a tiered approach to learning, TOT models offer an appropriate opportunity for small
lifestyle farmers who are new to land management. Leeuwis (2004) states that communication
mediums such as brochures and newspaper articles (if following basic production guidelines) have the
capacity to give in-depth information and support active learning. Field days targeted at the small
lifestyle farm sector are becoming more common. To improve the effectiveness of TOT models,
information should be targeted based on the different subcategories of the small lifestyle farm sector
(see “Making sense of diversity”, pp 46-7).
A number of magazines are available that provide topics of interest to the small lifestyle farm sector.
These include Town and Country Farmer and Small Farms. There are also alternative living
magazines (such as Earth Garden and Grass Roots) and gardening magazines (such as Organic
Garden) which may be used by the sector.
Other agricultural publications include Good Fruit and Vegetables (newspaper style), Australasian
Poultry and Australian Farm Journal. The Kondinin Group started the Australian Small Farmer
magazine in 2002; however, this ceased production in 2003.
Newspapers were ranked as the fourth-highest medium accessed by the sector (Figure1213). More
recent magazines aimed at the sector are inserts within weekly rural newspapers. In 2003 Rural Press
introduced Farming Small Areas which started as a quarterly insert but is now monthly. This
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developed from the magazine Alternate Farmer. Farming Small Areas is distributed in NSW and
Victorian newspapers. In Queensland, Rural Press publishes The Queensland Farmer as a monthly
insert in its newspaper Queensland Country Life. During 2004, the publishers of The Weekly Times
introduced a monthly insert Farm for small, lifestyle and part-time farmers. The magazines include
articles on specific enterprises and farms, information on machinery, upcoming events, practical tips
and answers to readers’ questions. Book reviews, farming anecdotes and land sales are sometimes
included. These publications also contain significant amounts of advertising.
A series of books has been published which targets small lifestyle farmers. Subject matter ranges from
purchasing a rural property, specialised industry information on selection and establishment, basic
agricultural skills and natural resource management. Such titles include Getting Started in the Country,
So You Thought Owning a Small Farm or Property Was Easy? and Farming in a Small Way.
Another example of a TOT model is a resource guide developed in 2004 (see Box 1). To date, early
feedback suggests the guide has been well received by the sector. The guide is currently being
monitored and evaluated with results expected to be released during 2006.

Box 1: Resource guide for new landowners
Resource Guide: managing your rural property was developed in response to the need for a ‘onestop shop’ of information for new landholders. Department of Primary Industries and the North East
Catchment Management Authority developed the guide in collaboration with local councils,
Landcare, Country Fire Authority and the Department of Sustainability and Environment. This
particular guide is the first of its kind in Victoria, and has been released as a pilot project in north
east Victoria. It is also available on the web (www.necma.vic.gov.au/resources/guide), and includes
links to a number of organisations and information. Topics covered include:
•
•
•
•
•

key contacts
regional NRM priorities
Landcare
pest plants and animals
fire prevention

•
•
•
•
•

water quality
soil health
native biodiversity
living on a rural property
land manager responsibilities

5.2.1.3 Electronic media

A number of private and public organisations have websites that provide generic advice for the sector.
Although the internet is a vast medium for information, the findings indicated that it is not as
frequently accessed as we expected it would be. Participants were concerned about being able to find
the right web page and information being too generic. Results obtained from the Department of
Primary Industries Victoria Knowledge Information and Technology Branch indicate a relatively low
accession rate onto the ‘small farms’ section of its website. There are constraints arising from the state
of the telecommunications infrastructure in some parts of rural Australia. On average non-metropolitan
areas have much lower connection rates than metropolitan areas (Simpson 2001).
Other non-print media includes television and radio. Some of the interviewees mentioned that they
regularly watch television programs such as Landline and Totally wild. Respondents also mentioned
that, when the opportunity arose, they would listen to the ABC’s Country hour show.
One possible issue in relying on TOT models of extension is being able to connect the entire sector.
Some extension providers commented that if landholders were not members of associations (for
example, grower associations) or Landcare groups there was the possibility that extension programs
would not be reaching them:
There are a number we aren’t reaching at all because they aren’t
members [of an association] …most of our promotions are done by
61

mail-out or email lists and often that comes from a core mail list that
might come from an association. I’m sure there are heaps of smaller
vineyards which we don’t even contact because they aren’t members
of an association, and they don’t need to be.
Field days targeted at the sector have been growing in popularity. Events such as the Mudgee Small
Farms Field Day and the Farming Small Areas Expo have become increasingly popular, with the
former attracting over 30 000 participants in 2004 (Landline 2004).
These field days offer the opportunity for small lifestyle farmers or prospective purchasers of small
allotments to explore the ‘rural scene’. Field days focused on alternative enterprises and smaller
holdings provide a supportive forum to explore particular industries. Small lifestyle farmers are able to
gain face-to-face advice and witness on-ground examples, such as machinery. In comparison, larger
traditional field days are targeted at commercial farmers.

Targeted small farm field days display machinery (right) that are more appropriate to the
sector than larger field days (left).
Field days targeted at small lifestyle farmers may often include specialised industries displays, such as
small or ‘hobby’ breeds of cattle (Dexter Lowline), alpaca, Angora goat, emu, black sheep and plant
stands. There may be displays that promote ‘well recognised’ agricultural products such as drenches,
fertiliser and other agri-chemicals. There may also be displays promoting alternative products (for
example, organic and biodynamic) where wholesalers may overstate their actual effect on plant
responses. This may be an issue due to the low technical knowledge within the sector. There could
also be a variety of home-orientated displays such as solar power gates and panels, rain tanks and
septic tanks. Machinery displays have much smaller equipment that is more suitable for smaller
enterprises (see photo above).
Such events provide an opportunity for government and industry-based organisations to be able to
target information, albeit superficially, at a large number of clients. They provide extension agencies
and government departments with an opportunity to ‘hook’ small lifestyle farmers who have had
minimal contact with service providers and to raise awareness about the information and programs the
departments provide on natural resource management (see photo next page).
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Examining the variety of locations that small lifestyle farmers had travelled to attend the
Seymour Alternative Field Days.
Small lifestyle farmers are pursuing a variety of land management practices, as can be seen from the
groupings of the sector. The ‘green’ small lifestyle farmers feel they are on an environmental
campaign to ensure that their land is not destroyed by mainstream agricultural practices. The ‘lifestyle’
small lifestyle farmers are driven by preferences for alternative living and production systems. The
‘beginning farming’ small lifestyle farmers are engaged in a traditional industry, or are on the verge of
fulfilling entrepreneurial ventures in a niche industry. Finally, there are the ‘absentee’ small lifestyle
farmers who visit the property on weekends and holidays as a recreation pursuit; this group provides
the most difficult challenge for engagement. Although practices may seem unconventional, extension
programs need to recognise these groupings. For TOT models to be effective, consideration needs to
be given to these subgroupings to improve the relevance of extension.

Formal education and training
Farmers generally need to be assured of the relevance and benefits of a program before they commit
themselves (Bamberry et al. 1997). For service providers planning to provide formal structured
education to small lifestyle farmers, it is important that the subjects be relevant to the sector. The
researchers asked participants if they were interested in a training course and what topics they would
be interested in studying. The results are listed below (not in order of priority):
Getting started/reality check
•
•
•

•

local agricultural services: what is available and who is trustworthy
information on fair prices for goods and services (for example, fencing and/or plant tubestock)
information for prospective buyers, so they have a better idea of what they are getting into (for
example, the weeds that might not be visible until livestock are removed, the amount of work
required and the constant need to be managing the land, the costs of establishing infrastructure and
the long time lag until such investments pay off)
infrastructure requirements (for example, proximity of abattoirs that can service the producer’s
needs).
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Business management
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

skills to establish workable cooperatives with other small lifestyle farmers
diversification opportunities and feasible niche enterprise options for small properties
specific enterprise issues: for example, livestock health, olive processing, orchard protection from
birds and pasture species recognition
organic, environmentally friendly and alternative management strategies
drought management and recovery (pasture recovery, feeding)
tax issues: registering as an agricultural business and obtaining the supporting documentation
selling and marketing.

Conservation and environment
•
•
•
•
•

understanding the grants/assistance available for land management activities
management of bushland
pest management (for example, weed identification, reasons why weeds should be controlled, the
need to follow up the next year, alternative methods for weed control)
strategies to keep grass down on properties with no livestock
management of plants and wildlife in drought.

The US Department of Agriculture (USDA) provides training on additional topics and these should be
further explored for their relevance to Australia (see Appendix I).
The University of Melbourne offers a series of short courses for ‘Part-time and lifestyle farmers,
dedicated to those interested in investment, lifestyle and recreational pursuits in a rural environment’
(www.landfood.unimelb.edu.au/courses). Also, a number of TAFE institutes run a variety of courses
that may be accessed by the sector. In particular, the Western Sydney Institute of TAFE New South
Wales has developed a ‘Farming small areas’ course that is run part-time over a year with evening
sessions and weekend practical classes.
One important characteristic that needs to be considered when designing training activities is the time
constraints of the sector. This was well recognised by many service providers. Holding activities on a
Friday or a weekend was a good way of ensuring that small lifestyle farmers, particularly absentee
landowners, would participate in extension activities:
We ran them [activities] on a Friday so that people could come up on
the Friday morning or the Thursday night and then stay for the
weekend… We’ve found that people that are serious, they have made a
decent investment and a lot of them will want to get some return on
that, so they are prepared to take that Friday off once a month and
come up [for the program].
Time availability may change based on different lifecycles. Retirees may have more time to attend
weekly extension activities compared to families with young children. Successful delivery of training
and education programs requires consideration of participants’ time commitments. This involves
giving adequate notice of events and conducting activities outside business hours. Consideration is
also required for absentee owners, perhaps by holding activities around long weekends and school
holidays or providing information about similar training available at alternative venues and times.
Other suggestions for improving delivery of education and training included using of mentors to
improve learning experiences, and canvassing a range of topics in any one event. There are two
advantages to holding education and training activities on multiple topics:
•
•

small lifestyle farmers often do not have time to attend several different activities on a range of
topics
small lifestyle farmers have identified some key needs across a range of topics associated with
managing a small property and moving to a rural area.
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Work from Western Australia demonstrates the importance of tailoring courses based on the
landholders’ experiences (see Box 2). For example, it would be more appropriate for new entrants to
participate in a short course rather than a more intense training program. The Western Australian
experience found that it was important to provide a technical manual for participants as a referral
source after the course.
More in-depth programs should look not only at providing technical information, but also to
developing the tacit/practical knowledge which the sector is generally lacking (see “Practical and local
knowledge”, p. 45). This can be achieved through programs containing a strong practical component
and group/social interaction, and in-depth discussion between participants and education providers.
The social interaction associated with group learning can serve as a motivating factor for participation
as well as itself being a part of the learning process (Kilpatrick 1996). Leeuwis (2004) suggests that
the transfer of practical knowledge is achieved through the process of prolonged social interaction. A
precursor is that the educational providers possess tacit knowledge as well as specific technical
information.

One-to-one advice or information exchange
The research found that one-to-one extension with the sector was more common with conservationbased government programs and private extension service providers. The higher levels of participation
in production-based public programs by the sector were in the grape and beef industries, which reflects
the higher number of small lifestyle farmers within the study area who work in these industries.
Interviewees received many general inquiries from small lifestyle farmers through telephone calls or
office visits. Some extension providers felt that telephone inquiries could be very time-consuming,
particularly when they requested information on a number of different issues. One extension
practitioner commented that:
They can take time, especially collating the information too. You might
have to pull stuff from a lot of different sources to answer the call.
Justifying working with small lifestyle farmers was also an issue for some extension providers,
particularly those with a production focus, whose projects were mainly targeted at larger landowners
where they could ‘have the most impact’. Such projects do not have the flexibility to work specifically
with the sector, even though extension providers acknowledged its increasing importance in the
region. One extension provider commented:
It’s just a matter of the funding issues, justifying work with small
farmers. There would need to be a project developed to work with
small farmers.
Both Western Australia and the USA have a telephone information service available for the sector,
adhering to a one-to-one model (see Appendix I and Box 2), which may be an option for other states in
Australia to employ.
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Box 2: Western Australian Small Farm Service
Western Australia’s Department of Agriculture has a three-tier approach towards engaging the small
lifestyle farmer, using both structured education and transfer of technology models of extension. This
consists of introductory programs, property planning workshops and specialised field days. In
addition, it developed a small landholder information service.
‘Heavenly Hectares’ is the name of the introductory extension program, delivered by the Department
of Agriculture on behalf of the Swan River Trust. The focus of the program is on the reduction of the
amount of nutrients entering the Swan and Canning Rivers from agricultural practices, targeted at
both commercial and small lifestyle farms. However, small lifestyle farmers became the main focus
with nearly 3000 properties, representing almost 20 per cent of the catchment being reached in six
years. The program developed into a ‘hook’ program, that is a new mechanism for initial engagement
in the sector. The coordinators reported that this is more successful in engaging new small lifestyle
farmers than trying to engage the landholders at a more serious level. Delivery occurs after-hours and
predominantly on weekends to cater for the time-poverty of the sector. Each series is promoted via
forty thousand fliers distributed throughout the catchment and advertising in the state’s major
newspaper.
Farmers who begin skill development programs are likely to continue (Fulton et al. 2003). It has been
reported that over half of the respondents that attend the Heavenly Hectares introductory session go
on to attend a ‘Property Planning’ workshop, which is a more intense program. The Property Planning
workshop is run over seven hours with three technical presenters. Participants are provided with an
aerial photograph of their property and a planning manual as a guide for the workshop and a reference
tool for after the event.
The other approach employed is the topic-specific field days. The purpose of these field days is to
display various land management practices for the sector. Topics are diverse, ranging from land
management to animal husbandry, and usually last between three and four hours.
Aside from the tier approach, the Department of Agriculture offers a Small Landholder Information
Service. The unit is based 100 km south of Perth in order to retain a rural presence. The service’s aim
is to help small lifestyle farmers through raising awareness, skill development and adoption of best
practice in biosecurity and land management (for further information see Guise et al. in Part II of this
report).
Private service providers
The role of private extension for one-to-one delivery of land management information received mixed
reactions from both private service providers and small lifestyle farmers. According to Marsh and
Pannell’s (2000) report on the changing nature of agricultural extension in Australia, new government
policies, fuelled by economists’ ideas about public good and market failure, have meant a large
proportion of extension is being undertaken by the private sector. The work of Roberts et al. (2004) in
mapping rural service providers also supports this trend in extension.
Farmers in the small lifestyle farm sector had some reservations about using private agribusiness
because they have a profit-driven goal. Some voiced concern over the delivery of information by
private industries with stronger alignments to agribusiness. Independent agribusiness consultants who
do not have a strong alignment to selling inputs may be considered to provide unbiased information.
Currently there is a growing number of consultancy businesses whose primary target is the small
lifestyle farm sector. Information and courses run by these companies covered natural resource
management, industry selection and property management. Generally though, small independent
consultants (not aligned to an agribusiness product) focus their business on larger farmers. One private
agri-business consultant commented during a focus group:
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Most of extension is designed at professional full-time farmers, IAMA
and all of these other companies can’t afford to see these smaller
farmers. They might buy fertiliser services, but they don’t buy services
off us, generally speaking.
One private extension provider commented on their perception of the government role in the farming
community:
My feeling is that you can’t effectively deal with them at the moment
because your image is of a large farm organisation.
Participants believed that it would be a poor investment for small lifestyle farmers to pay a
consultancy fee for advice as their properties have a low agricultural return. This is despite those
farmers having high disposable incomes. One consultant from the focus group commented that:
Maybe for small or very specific issues, like fertiliser sampling or
insect identification. But they will do all sorts of things to try and
avoid that cost.
The services provided by these consultants are generally targeted at commercial farmers who can see a
clear economic return from investing in a service. Fee-paying private consultants may also be
perceived as providing more independent information, compared to consultants associated with supply
companies. However, survey results indicated that small lifestyle farmers often receive advice from
staff in rural produce stores, trusting this information to be less biased because the staff do not
represent a specific company. Some also felt that because staff were locals they were ‘more easily
trusted’. The decline in the availability of one-to-one advisory services from the public sector has seen
a rise in the number of agribusiness consultants. The increasing role of the private sector has begun to
raise questions surrounding the types of information being delivered, the cooperation between private
and public extension, and the targeting of farmers. Western Australia’s small farm program is
currently working at linking private service providers with the sector (see Box 2).
Economics is the single biggest factor driving the provision of information in the private sector. If no
profits are to be made in targeting a specific market it is not financially viable for the private sector.
Discussion in focus groups with private agribusiness consultants (independent and non-independent)
indicated that the small lifestyle farm sector makes up only a small proportion of all clients. Generally
speaking, small lifestyle farmers are unwilling or unable to justify the price and measure of utility they
would receive from a private consultant.
Issues with one-to-one extension
Targeting communication in one-to-one exchanges can be important for effective engagement with the
sector. During Roberts’ (2003) exploration of ‘good extension practice’ with extension professionals,
speaking the language of ‘different’ people was identified as a priority for creating a learning
environment. Effective communication plays an important role in the learning process.
Communication is embedded within institutional and organisational arrangements. Government
departments in particular have been accused of overly respecting formality at times due to the
corporate institutional arrangements and removing the personality from the business itself. Fell (2000)
believes that people who work in agricultural science have a requirement for precise terminology and
jargon, but this kind of language works differently in broader conversation networks that include the
farming community.
Fell (2000) affirms that jargon carries an emotional value that can be positive if it improves the
listener’s confidence in the speaker and promotes trust in the relationship; however, probably more
often it is negative in that it reduces the likelihood of genuine understanding. Using simple language
and concepts rather than technical jargon is much better received by participants. In certain situations
it may be necessary to begin to introduce jargon terms that small lifestyle farmers may come across.
67

Small lifestyle farmers have various levels of knowledge regarding land management. This is often a
reflection of how long they have been on the property and whether they are engaged in any form of
learning. Those with little or no rural experience may not understand the terminology and concepts
used by extension agents, and it takes time to develop understanding of a new topic. For example,
weeds such as Patterson’s curse go through various lifecycles making identification difficult, and the
severity of an outbreak may depend on variable factors such as climate. Knowing these various stages
of the plant is imperative in effectively controlling the weed.
Horizontal networks in the field
At the workshop with extension providers (see Appendix H) a majority agreed that, based on their
experiences, social networks between larger farmers and small lifestyle farmers are important in the
exchange of information. In some scenarios, this will provide a difficult challenge as there could be
issues surrounding the legitimacy of knowledge based on differing views, values and goals between
small lifestyle farmers and larger farmers. Another possible area of concern is the type of knowledge
that passes through these networks. From a government perspective, larger farmers’ land management
practices may not align with best management practices as specified by government agencies. These
‘non-sustainable’ practices may be spread and legitimised through horizontal network development.
One of the disadvantages of using a one-to-one approach towards extension is that it can often be a
time-consuming exercise. Due to the large number of small lifestyle farmers in the landscape, one-toone methods would have to be limited to the extent of individuals contacted. For public service
providers the most cost-effective one-to-one extension would be through supporting the development
of horizontal networks.
During the consultative phase of the research it was apparent that horizontal networking or informal
networks between small lifestyle farmers and more traditional farmers played an important role in
information exchange. Examples included social networks between small and larger farmers where
information was exchanged on subjects such as herbicide selection, stock management practices and
maintenance of fences. Conversations were not limited to land management discussions or a one-way
transmission of information, with small lifestyle farmers offering help to larger farmers on nonfarming matters.
In contrast, there were also examples where the development of horizontal networks was inhibited due
to a clash in the views and values held by larger farmers and small lifestyle farmers. In one particular
location, a group of small lifestyle farmers had formed a farm cooperative made up of newcomers to
the area. This was primarily driven by traditional farmers within the region discounting the
newcomers’ alternative views and land management choices. The cooperative served as a means to
share farming equipment and farming experiences. However, it heightened existing tension between
the ‘newcomers’ and the ‘old-timers’, inhibiting knowledge transmission.
Often these networks, once formed, can branch out into other subject areas and play a key role in
facilitating community development and/or dealing with non-agricultural issues. Although not within
the scope of the research, these relationships may contribute to the social capital of a region.

Participatory approaches
Participatory-based models of extension are effective for solving complex land management problems;
however, they may not be appropriate within all situations. This will depend on the individual’s level
of land management knowledge and the complexity of the environmental issue. In situations such as
dealing with pest infestation, new land managers with low levels of knowledge on weed control,
situation analysis, objective analysis and problem analysis may require outside stakeholders to make
decisions. This is referred to by Leeuwis (2004) as the ‘participation paradox’; on the one hand
participatory approaches start from the idea that people are capable, knowledgeable and active while
on the other hand participatory approaches are, at least to a degree, outside interventions which build
on the assumption that ‘something specific is missing’. This comes close to the idea that ‘people
cannot do it themselves’.
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Landcare has often been accessed by small lifestyle farmers in the study area. As a participatory-based
approach, Landcare groups provide a valuable platform for information exchange, building social
networks and providing local level solutions. Hollier et al. (2003) report that Landcare is generally
well received by small lifestyle farmers because it involves personal contact, local information,
practical learning and appropriate timing. In certain catchments in the pilot study region, new entrants
have been revitalising Landcare groups (Thomas 2003). One small lifestyle farmer commented on
their learning through Landcare:
Landcare is great… I learnt a lot about weeds and weed management
from locals at the Landcare meetings as well.
Landcare provides a variety of different advantages for the small lifestyle farm sector, such as the
promotion of social and environmental outcomes and local ownership combined with access to grant
money and expert advice. A majority of those attending their local Landcare group reported receiving
some funding for planting trees and removing weeds. However, there were also discontented members
who felt that Landcare groups were only mechanisms for governments to push what they perceived to
be important natural resource issues, rather than what the ‘locals’ felt were important.
During Coutts’ et al. (2004) exploration on extension, they found that a social division had arisen
between the new settler (lifestyle) landholders who embraced the Landcare approach and old settler
commercial farmers who saw Landcare as a ‘greenie plot’ along the south coast of New South Wales.
This division, aggravated by the South East Forest protest movement, is still evident and has
somewhat polarised the local community and largely worked against commercial farmers adopting the
Landcare approach.
Similar experiences have been noted within the study area. Landcare coordinators say it is a ‘balancing
act’ between production and conservation activities within their groups in order to cater also for the
needs of the more production-focused larger farmers. In certain catchments Landcare groups are
dominated by a small lifestyle farmer membership base, with participants expressing their concern
over the commercial farmers’ practices in the region. One participant, a small lifestyle farmer,
explained this position:
I am deeply involved in the [local] Landcare group and would like to
think that the Landcare philosophy spreads throughout the valley. You
offer Landcare activities to the whole community [however]
traditional farmers who are mostly conservative are not interested in
the Landcare group. It is a fact of life that a lot of landholders take it
up and become involved in it and do good things with it, while your
traditional conservative forces really aren’t interested in it. I would
say they don’t like being told by somebody else what might be right or
what could be wrong. And that’s a wrong outlook, because it
[Landcare group] isn’t about doing that.
Landcare coordinators in the region felt it was important to include the sector in their programs mainly
because of the following:
•
•

small lifestyle farmers offer opportunities as new members of the community, they are enthusiastic
about contributing and have a positive attitude towards being involved in land management
projects.
involving small lifestyle farmers enhances community cohesion by ensuring that newcomers to the
landscape have positive relationships with the communities they migrate to.

A recent survey by one Landcare group found that 40 per cent of respondents had been on their
property for less than five years. One coordinator commented on how the influx of small lifestyle
farmers has revitalised their group:
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It’s their enthusiasm—they’re out of town living on the ground and
this is their lifestyle and it’s more than just ‘we’ve come out here to
make a living’, it’s not that at all, they’ve come out here to live.
Another coordinator commented on the diversity and the enthusiasm that the small lifestyle farmers
brought to the group:
It was great, there was a whole heap of new people all buzzing along
as if they’d just reinvented the wheel but they were going off and
doing something which was good. The older ones that were burnt out
were still there but it was being run by new people.
One of the potential problems reported with Landcare was issues surrounding funding applications for
tree planting or other environmental projects. The requirements for minimum tree planting often
results in some property owners being unable to access funding because of their limited property
space. For example, tree bandwidths may need to be a prescribed length; however, property sizes may
be too small to meet the requirements. In some cases, it has been reported that this leads to members
leaving the group.
Landcare events such as fox and rabbit control, weed control, application rates of herbicide, water
quality and soil conservation measures were well received due to the practical nature of the knowledge
being delivered. Programs with a much stronger small lifestyle farmer base often run activities such as
wildflower walks and building nesting boxes. A novel suggestion was that landowners on the same
road could be brought together to learn about something specific for their area:
I think making it very small and localised quite often works… Linking
it [the meeting] to something specific and getting a group of people
together to talk about a specific species they could have in that area.
Group extension and public service providers
Group approaches are often considered to be ‘participatory approaches’ in extension, although they
may not adhere to the principles previously discussed. There was a consensus among public extension
providers that group approaches were best suited for extension to the small lifestyle farm sector. This
sentiment was quantified through a survey held at a workshop with public extension providers in the
pilot study area in 2002 (see Appendix H). Overall, 72 per cent (the highest response) of all
participants supported group extension approaches which included larger and small lifestyle farms,
while only 20 per cent of providers felt that it was appropriate to specifically target small lifestyle
farmers. The majority of these respondents were from conservation-based extension programs.
Figure 15. Responses from extension agents when asked about group approaches being
appropriate for small lifestyle farmers.
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This result may be attributed to the general trend away from one-to-one extension towards group
facilitation models, and also the efficiency of being able to reach larger numbers with less effort
(Vanclay 1996). There was a strong feeling among extension providers that if they could not undertake
one-to-one extension with larger farmers they should not do so with small lifestyle farmers either,
especially given that they manage such a small proportion of land compared to commercial operations.
There was some disagreement from extension providers over whether the sector should be identified as
a specific group and considered separately to commercial farmers. In one extension project there were
plans for running two different streams—one for the more experienced landholders and one for small
lifestyle farmers. It was thought that this would make a more comfortable environment for small
lifestyle farmers who may feel overwhelmed in groups and may have a different set of problems to the
more experienced land holders. One extension provider voiced this by saying:
A lot of them feel apprehensive because they feel they don’t know
much. It’s a bit of a personality thing—some of them join because of
that, and others are too scared to join because of that. One of the
other reasons is that they know so little about land.
In some group-based public extension programs, extension providers suggested that traditional larger
farmers were ‘voting with their feet’ and not attending activities due to information being pitched at
‘newer farmer’ levels. There were suggestions from other extension providers that small lifestyle
farmers should be involved in mixed, ongoing groups where they would have the opportunity to build
relationships with more experienced landholders. Extension providers had found that where this was
already occurring, good networks had been formed between the sector and more experienced farmers.
In these groups, the commercial farmers were reported as being ‘as much the educator’ and small
lifestyle farmers were able to learn from their knowledge and experience.
Opportunities for participatory approaches
There are opportunities to further develop participatory approaches for the small lifestyle farm sector
outside of the Landcare movement. An advantage of the approach would be to build diverse rural
communities (see “One-to-one advice or information exchange”, p. 57). This could be achieved
through the opportunities participatory approaches have towards:
•
•

•
•

•

Encouraging and accepting diverse backgrounds and multiple realities: participatory approaches
provide an open space to cater for the diversity of the unique social backgrounds held by the sector
and allow the airing of multiple realities.
Legitimising knowledge: although land management knowledge levels may be low, small lifestyle
farmers do hold legitimate knowledge, particularly from their past experiences. They may have
formal qualifications from different disciplines where concepts may be applied to land
management.
Cultivating fresh ideas: fresh ideas accompany new views and values brought to the landscape.
Participatory approaches offer the strength to cultivate these new ideas.
Understanding the clientele: little is known about the drivers, goals, and motivations of small
lifestyle farmers. with extension agents assuming the roles of facilitator, listener and learner (often
in comparison to communicator), this allows them to develop an in-depth, personalised account of
the small lifestyle farm sector in their region.
Promoting local knowledge: small lifestyle farmers have expressed a need for knowledge
pertaining to their local contexts.
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Summary
•

Systems-based approaches can improve understanding of different components affecting small
lifestyle farm practice change and learning.

•

Small lifestyle farmers have been marginalised from extension due to a variety of external forces
affecting extension. Institutional and policy frameworks are gaining recognition as being
important for ecologically-sound farming practices.

•

Small lifestyle farmers access a wide variety of sources of information and advice, and there are
conflicting opinions on the value of each source. This suggests that service providers will need to
continue to use a range of media to promote their messages.

•

Time is often a strong limiting factor for small lifestyle farmers. They do not have enough time to
be able to sift through the different knowledge resources available to find out about certain land
management issues. This can often create a ‘learn as you go’ attitude among the sector.

•

Transfer of technology (TOT) models for extension to the small lifestyle farm sector may be
appropriate for the dissemination of particular information, particularly to those new to farming
(less than two years) who require basic technical and background information. However,
effectiveness may be limited for those who have been on their property for a longer time, or those
who are participating in some form of alternative enterprise.

•

A limitation of the TOT model is that it does not cater for the diverse views and values of small
lifestyle farmers towards land management. This may be overcome through applying the
subgroupings of the sector, making the information delivery more appropriate.

•

Formal or structured education and training is more readily accessed by small lifestyle farmers
entering into a niche industry or by those who have resided on their property for a period of time.
Programs need to cater for the desires of the sector, for example, ‘Getting started/reality check’,
‘Business management’ and ‘Conservation and environment’. Small lifestyle farmers with time,
such as retirees, are more likely to attend such courses.

•

Higher levels of participation were reported in conservation-based programs compared to
production-based programs.

•

Small lifestyle farmers expressed a need for one-to-one professional technical advice. However,
they were hesitant about using private service providers. They were more likely to access
consultants who had no affiliation with a particular agri-business firm or product. Although they
did use agribusiness stores for advice, some small lifestyle farmers voiced concern over this
information being biased.

•

One-to-one extension approaches are time-consuming. Government time may be better spent
facilitating horizontal networks between small lifestyle farmers and their larger commercial
counterparts as a mechanism for learning about land management practices.

•

Participatory approaches such as Landcare were generally well received by the sector. Problems
may arise over group dynamics and conflicting views over land management.

•

Group approaches have now been defined as participatory approaches, with extension staff
agreeing that these are an effective method to engage with small lifestyle farmers.
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Key messages
•

Small lifestyle farmers access a variety of information sources. There is no one preferred method.
Each extension model offers an opportunity to improve the sustainable land management practices
of the sector.

•

Institutional and policy frameworks need to cater for the diversity of the small lifestyle farm sector
in order to contribute to ecological land management approaches.

•

Transfer of technology (TOT) approaches play an important role in the delivery of technical
information. The limitations of such models can be improved through targeting the sector based on
the different subcategories of small lifestyle farmers.

•

Small lifestyle farmers expressed their desire for one-to-one extension. However, there are equity
issues surrounding the decline in one-to-one extension and the nature (public or private) of the
type of information being delivered.

•

Extension providers can identify the strengths of their delivery mechanisms for engaging the
sector but there is little evidence that they are making radical changes to actively target the sector.
Government needs to encourage programs to specifically target the sector (see Appendices I and
J). Land grants need to consider the different dynamics of working with small lifestyle farmers,
particularly smaller land size.

•

Most extension providers felt that group-based extension activities were an effective way for small
lifestyle farmers to build their networks and improve their knowledge and skills. However, there
was disagreement over whether they should be differentiated and treated as a specific group.

•

In communicating in one-to-one extension, service providers need to ensure their language is
targeted at the knowledge levels of participants.

•

Rather than providing technical information and/or facilitation, the role of the extension agent may
be to develop horizontal networks. Extension providers may need training in mediation if
extension programs employ group-based approaches between larger and small lifestyle farmers to
ensure that each group accepts the other.

•

For effective training and education, programs need to cater to the various levels of small lifestyle
farmers, include relevant subject matter, utilise adult learning principles and take into account the
time constraints of the sector.

•

Using community networks (such as Landcare) coupled with traditional promotion avenues
(newspaper and radios) is more effective in reaching a larger audience than relying on one avenue.

•

Participatory approaches offer a wide variety of direct and indirect advantages for developing the
capacity of the small lifestyle farm sector.

•

Activities run during the week are more likely to attract stay-at-home parents or retiree small
lifestyle farmers, while activities on the weekend are more likely to attract a wider audience of
small lifestyle farmers.
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Recommendations
Where to from here?
What do we need to know about the small lifestyle farm sector to improve natural resource
management delivery mechanisms? The location of this sector and its spatial distribution within
multifunctional rural landscapes will influence extension delivery mechanisms for sustainable property
management. Small lifestyle farmers bring challenges to government agencies to adjust to changing
rural constituencies and to diversify approaches and strategies. There is a growing number of new
landholders with values and aspirations that are different to traditional farming families in many areas
of rural Australia. New institutional frameworks, policy instruments and programs need to be
developed based on a shared understanding of current socio-demographic change, including the
characteristics of people directly involved in these changes, and what influences their decision making.
Extension models and links between organisations that recognise the value of the small lifestyle farm
sector will become increasingly important for natural resource management and sustainable regional
development.
This section of the report provides a synthesis of the overall findings from this research, highlights key
messages and presents recommendations. Figure 16 summarises the conceptual framework adopted for
this research. Each of the models of engagement has advantages and disadvantages, and they all
require adjustments that consider the dimensions of the sector to influence decision making. Key
extension organisations need to be closely linked to supportive institutional frameworks and recognise
the value of the small lifestyle farm sector.
Figure 16. Conceptual framework summary to improve delivery mechanisms to the small
lifestyle farm sector.
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Location in the landscape
Socio-demographic changes are occurring in parts of rural Australia and have implications for
extension approaches and delivery mechanisms. These changes are associated with shifting
populations and lifestyle preferences and are likely to influence natural resource management,
agricultural production and environmental protection. The starting point in recognising the challenges
associated with the emerging constituency of new small lifestyle farmers is an understanding of the
spatial location of the sector and biophysical factors that influence settlement patterns. The report
began by examining the demographic change in rural and regional Australia, specifically the number
of small lifestyle farms and their place in the landscape. Australia, along with other industrialised
countries, is experiencing a ‘rural renaissance’ as people are becoming more attracted to rural
lifestyles.
In the initial stage of this research, socio-demographic mapping provided a useful illustration of the
extent and preferred location of small lifestyle farmers. They favour amenable landscapes with the
defining features being a mixture of hills and mountains, desirable climate, the presence of water
bodies (either fresh or coastal) and close proximity to services. The mix of these biophysical features
is often in ecologically sensitive regions, or areas prone to environmental degradation. There are some
distinct settlement patterns of small lifestyle farmers across the eastern coast of Australia, from
Melbourne through to Rockhampton and also around the fringes of Adelaide, Perth, Fremantle and
other larger regional centres.
Clustering of small lifestyle farms within traditional farming regions is evident. The predominant landuse activities are characterised by either low input grazing industries (predominantly beef cattle) or
niche specialised industries (predominantly food products). However, during the research it became
clear that the farm census data fails to capture small lifestyle farmers who generate little income from
their property.
The researchers selected the study area of north-east Victoria to improve our understanding of the
characteristics of the sector in amenable landscapes. In the study area traditional farmers are now a
minority rural landholder group. Land prices reflect underlying amenity values not agricultural values.
The people who purchase small lifestyle farms are likely to be more diverse in values and aspirations
than traditional farming communities. This changing nature of much of rural Australia associated with
the increasing number of small lifestyle farms presents opportunities to rethink extension and to build
new delivery mechanism pathways. Improving understanding of small lifestyle farmers, specifically
their environmental education and training needs, will be a key part of this process.
Mapping the sector can highlight environmental issues associated with location, for example, soil
degradation such as salinity and acidity and the consequent threats to native biodiversity. Technical
information for environmental problems is relatively easy to access; however, access to information is
often not enough to change land management behaviour. Sustainability is a process of social learning
focused on building the capacity of land managers and their communities.

Characteristics of the sector
Land management styles of small lifestyle farmers are diverse and often unconventional. They all
perceive the world around them differently, to varying degrees, and all have different notions of what
is ‘good’ land management. Economics is not an important driver across the sector, but values are.
The varied management styles and subsequent subgroupings associated with land use have the
potential to impact on natural resource management. The research indicates that the sector has a strong
interest in developing skills in sustainable land management and conservation.
There will always be variation in the way people adopt and participate in land management activities.
Inherent diversity within private land ownership and rural communities means extension delivery
mechanisms need to be flexible. Small lifestyle farmers do not share the same professional networks as
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more traditional landowners. Despite this, landowners of a particular subgrouping can be identified.
Some will not value the information sourced from advocates of particular practices because they do
not share a similar worldview or the same personal values about farming. Consequently, small lifestyle
farmers do not always have easy access to land management advice.
The diversity of views and values towards land management held by small lifestyle farmers is strongly
associated with their personal drivers for purchasing a small lifestyle farm and their unique social
backgrounds. Generally, they are new entrants to farming and land management and have low levels
of practical and technical knowledge. The sector is also characterised by time constraints (largely due
to off-farm employment) and this may vary in accordance to their stage of life. Small lifestyle farmers
are often poorly connected to industry and agricultural networks.
Diversity is the most striking characteristic of the small lifestyle farm sector. This diversity brings
urban views and values towards land management, and differing aspirations and goals that will
influence how to improve delivery mechanisms for sustainable property management. The sector can
be thought of as a subculture within the traditional farming culture. Small lifestyle farmers hold a
variety of different values towards land management. For example, ‘green’ small lifestyle farmers
place a high value on native biodiversity. They feel it is their role and responsibility to protect and
look after nature as ‘caretakers’ of the environment. This includes undertaking tree planting and land
management practices, such as physical removal of weeds. Delivery mechanisms will need to consider
the diversity of the sector and extension programs will need to recognise and respond to these
groupings. It will also be important to have a critical attitude towards pre-existing classifications as
they may make invisible the differences that are relevant to a specific intervention process.

Extension pathways
Extension remains one of the key avenues in which to engage small lifestyle farmers for sustainable
land management. State and national extension programs, local government, agribusinesses and
environmental groups such as Landcare all play a significant role. The challenge is linkage,
particularly at the regional and catchment scale, which is the focus of much current environmental and
natural resource management policy. Local government will play a pivotal role in land planning,
regional growth and catchment health. Typically, small lifestyle farmers have not been targeted in
extension program strategy development and delivery.
The research adopted a systems approach to understand the sector and develop a model for improved
delivery mechanisms. The relationship between small lifestyle farmers and their properties is a social
process. Their views and values and participation in a variety of different learning activities influence
land management. Change in the relationship between the small lifestyle farmer and their property
occurs with engagement in land management programs. Involuntary change in response to policy and
regulation is occurring. For many small lifestyle farmers land-use responsibilities are secondary to
lifestyle and only come to the forefront when there is an issue or conflict with traditional farming
neighbours.
The research reviewed extension pathways based on four different models: transfer of technology
(TOT), formal or structured education and training, one-to-one advice/information exchange and
participatory approaches. There is no one preferred delivery mechanism for the small lifestyle farm
sector; a variety of delivery mechanisms are required. However, some mechanisms are more
appropriate and effective depending on the level of experience of the small lifestyle farmer or the
intervention required for responsible land management.
TOT models can play an important role in the delivery of a tiered approach to technical information,
particularly to those new to land management who have low agricultural and land management
knowledge. The model may not cater for the diverse views and values of the sector and
unconventional land management styles. The model can be further improved through targeting
subgroups of small lifestyle farmers.
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Targeted field days and print media are important components of delivery mechanisms. Repackaging
technical information to meet the needs of small lifestyle farmers will be required.
Formal or structured education and training are infrequently accessed by small lifestyle farmers.
However, there are some educational providers that are beginning to recognise and cater for the needs
of the sector. Small lifestyle farmers who are more likely to participate are those planning to be, or
already, involved in a niche industry. Time is a limiting factor in attending these courses, with retiree
small lifestyle farmers more likely to attend. The expressed needs of the sector in regards to training
can be categorised using three main headings: ‘getting started/reality check’, ‘business management’
and ‘conservation and environment’.
Small lifestyle farmers expressed a desire for one-to-one extension. However, agricultural consultants
were generally not used by the sector due to cost. Private contractors promoting a service to the sector
were regularly engaged. Small lifestyle farmers commonly ask local agribusiness merchandise stores
for advice.
Participatory-based approaches involving landholders in problem definition, co-learning and localised
problem solving were favoured by the sector. In the study area, Landcare has been a successful
approach to help facilitate responsible land management. Personal contact, local information, practical
learning and appropriate timing were considered to be important elements.
Government extension agencies identified the need to provide the sector with practical information
and paddock-based demonstrations. Small lifestyle farmers favoured group extension models for
farmer integration and co-learning. Industry-based extension specialists felt that it was inappropriate to
specifically target the sector. In contrast, conservation-based specialists felt that it was important to
specifically target the sector.
Local councils are key stakeholders in the extension process. They identified their role in the planning
process as an entry point to influence the sector.

Which model will work best?
Small lifestyle farmers have no one preferred model of extension. Rather a mix of models is needed
for an improved strategy to deliver and reinforce messages to the diverse make-up of the sector.
There are different types and levels of information and knowledge that are needed at the various points
in the learning cycle. Different extension approaches may provide more advantages to the varied
groupings of small lifestyle farmers and better align with their lifestyle demands. Many respondents
stressed that they did not accept knowledge from any one source without question; instead, they
integrated the new information with their existing knowledge and ideas, and considered a range of
viewpoints.
Linking extension to lifestyle aspirations will play an important role, more so than linking to on-farm
production. In many cases there will be a need for appropriate land-use planning guided by sound
environmental planning. Focusing on profit as a driving force in extension programs may not work as
an approach when liaising with parts of the sector.
The review of extension with the sector highlighted particular advantages and disadvantages
associated with different types of extension models. Small lifestyle farmers favoured a tiered approach
towards extension to cater for their diversity and different knowledge levels.
All farmers generally need to be assured of the relevance and benefits of a program before they
commit themselves to learning activities. Service providers planning to provide formal structured
education for small lifestyle farmers need to consider whether their messages are relevant to the sector.
In designing training course content, experience from Western Australia demonstrates the importance
of tailoring information based on the landholders’ experiences. For example, it would be more
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appropriate for new entrants to participate in a short course rather than a more intense training
program.
Networks play an important role in the transfer of land management information to the sector. Social
interaction associated with group learning can serve as a motivating factor for participation as well as
itself being a part of the learning process. Horizontal networks play an important role in informal
learning between land managers. They provide opportunity for extension practitioners to develop skills
to facilitate network development among small lifestyle farmers, larger commercial farmers and other
community networks. Generally, people who have lived in the community longer (often larger
farmers) have developed a wealth of local knowledge relevant to new land managers within the region.
Often these networks, once formed, play a key role in facilitating community development.
Facilitating network development is considered essential for effective extension process.
Networks are developed at community events, across organisations and across the neighbour’s fence.
Social alliances with other landowners play an important role in co-learning about natural resource
management. Horizontal networks are an important mechanism for the transfer of knowledge within
the sector.
Participatory approaches offer new ways to effectively engage with the small lifestyle farm sector to
build landholder capacity to respond to land management challenges.
Effective participatory approaches need to consider:
•
•
•
•
•

diverse backgrounds and multiple realities of small lifestyle farmers: participation needs to allow
for an open space to cater for this diversity
legitimising of knowledge: although land management knowledge levels may be low, small
lifestyle farmers have legitimate knowledge, particularly past experiences where concepts may be
applied to land management
cultivation of fresh ideas: fresh ideas accompany new views and values, while participatory
approaches offer the strength to cultivate these new ideas
the extension client base: how to gain further understanding of this emerging sector
promotion of local knowledge: small lifestyle farmers have expressed a need for knowledge
pertaining to their local contexts.

So what does success look like in the context of improving sustainable land management in the small
lifestyle farm sector? Sustainable land management is a complex issue, requiring creative approaches
for improved delivery mechanisms. Any strategy aimed at small lifestyle farmers needs to account for
the diversity of their drivers. This diversity is a major asset to embrace and build on. The new
paradigm for extension and sustainable land management needs to take place within a context of
supportive institutional and policy frameworks.

Key messages
Small lifestyle farms are becoming a significant landscape feature and small lifestyle farmers are a
new client base for natural resource management programs at local, catchment and regional scales.
The key messages to remember when contemplating the sector are:
•

A complex mix of socio-economic and biophysical factors influence small lifestyle farm
settlement patterns and drive land management decision-making processes.

•

Traditional farmers are now a minority in certain agricultural regions in response to population
change and lifestyle preferences for small lifestyle farms.

•

Changed rural constituencies provide new opportunities and challenges for environmental
programs and rural land management.
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•

Rural transformations are likely to continue. The population of rural Australia is becoming
increasingly diverse.

•

Activities of small lifestyle farmers are becoming disconnected from traditional rural land uses as
small lifestyle farms become living spaces valued for non-commodity purposes.

If small lifestyle farmers’ lack of farming experience, knowledge and interest is not addressed in the
short term, poor land management practice is likely to continue with less work on environmental
issues such as weeds and soil health. Conflicts between values, attitudes, aspirations and practices of
new small lifestyle farmers and their traditional farming neighbours will be inevitable. It is important
that we:
•

Improve understanding of the characteristics of the small lifestyle farm sector and associated
subgroupings. This will influence design of effective delivery mechanisms and understanding of
rural communities. The operation of farms where lifestyle issues are dominant is very different to
larger farms where commercial agricultural imperatives are most important.

•

Acknowledge social diversity of the small lifestyle farm sector and what is important to small
lifestyle farmers. This will help to build extension pathways and influence delivery mechanisms.
The sector is a distinct group, so programs and policies should be appropriately targeted.

•

Build networks to exchange knowledge and improve communication between small lifestyle
farmers and traditional farmers. Horizontal networks are important mechanisms for information
exchange and informal learning. Extension programs need to examine how to facilitate these
networks to include small lifestyle farmers.

Agricultural extension has entered a period of renewal during the past decade and promoted dynamic
developments towards participatory approaches. Over the same period, rapid change in farm sector
demographics has occurred. These forces for change are catalysts for new ways of carrying out
extension and adapting models to meet the needs of the growing small lifestyle farm sector.
•

Explore information exchange through more persuasive forms of extension. This is needed to
influence the views and values of some small lifestyle farmers towards land management.

•

Provide local place-based information. Local information is required in a format that caters for
different needs of those in the small lifestyle farm sector.

•

Use a mix. There is no one preferred method for extension. A mix of extension models will be
required to improve sustainable land management in the small lifestyle farm sector.

•

Work together. Participatory approaches are more likely to succeed in connecting with small
lifestyle farmers.

•

Plan flexibility into programs. New extension programs will need to be flexible and recognise
socio-demographic change in rural areas.
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Recommendations
The following key recommendations have been drawn from the findings of this research:
•

Statistical data frameworks that describe the farms sector need to be improved to more accurately
capture the extent of the small lifestyle farm sector.

•

Extension practitioners need further training to target the small lifestyle farm sector. This may
include improving understanding of conflict resolution and network building, and the drivers and
views/values that influence private landowners’ decision-making processes.

•

Small lifestyle farmers are key stakeholders in future landscape management and may need to be
specifically targeted for environmental outcomes. Sustainable land management is complex and
requires the interaction and participation of a wide variety of stakeholders at the local and regional
scales.

•

All levels of government need to be aware of the location of the sector within agricultural
landscapes and potential issues associated with land use in regional communities.
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Appendices
Appendix A: Accessibility/Remoteness Index of Australia (ARIA)
Map A.1: An overall view of the remoteness index applied to Australia.
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Figure A.1: Remoteness Index overlayed with EVAO

Remoteness index was overlayed with the EVAO to calculate the percentage of small farms in SLAs
present in each of the remoteness index areas (that is, peri-urban, inner regional, outer regional and
remote). Small farms needed to dominate a SLA (more than 50 per cent) in order to have the
remoteness index overlayed.

Table A.1: SLAs dominated by small farms in Victoria.
Classification of SLAs dominated (>50%) by small farms
in Victoria
Inner Regional
Peri-urban
Outer Regional
Remote

54%
29%
16%
1%

Table A.2: SLAs dominated by small farms in New South Wales.
Classification of SLAs dominated (>50%) by small farms
in New South Wales
Inner Regional
Peri-urban
Outer Regional
Remote

60%
29%
10%
1%

Table A.3: SLAs dominated by small farms in Queensland.
Classification of SLAs dominated (>50%) by small farms
in Queensland
Inner Regional
Peri-urban
Outer Regional
Remote
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39%
37%
22%
2%

Table A.4: SLAs dominated by small farms in South Australia.
Classification of SLAs dominated (>50%) by small farms
in South Australia
Inner Regional
Peri-urban
Outer Regional
Remote

23%
60%
17%
0%

Table A.5: SLAs dominated by small farms in Tasmania.
Classification of SLAs dominated (>50%) by small farms
in Tasmania
Inner Regional
Outer Regional
Remote Australia
Very Remote Australia

38%
54%
4%
4%

Table A.6: SLAs dominated by small farms in Western Australia.
Classification of SLA’s dominated (>50%) by Small
Farms in Western Australia
Inner Regional
Peri-urban
Outer Regional
Remote

48%
25%
25%
2%

Table A.7: SLAs dominated by small farms in ‘Outer Regional’ and ‘Remote’ Australia.
Classification of SLAs dominated (>50%) by small farms
Outer Regional Australia
Remote Australia

80%
20%

Figure A.2: Small farms location based on ARIA and EVAO data.

Location of small farms based on ARIA and
EVAO data in Australia
26%
4%
1%
Inner Regional
Outer Regional
Peri-urban
Remote

32%

37%

Very Remote
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Appendix B: semi-structured interview format and questions
Semi-structured interview questions for small, lifestyle farmers
Process
• Project background
- Explanation of the origins and aims of the project
- Recognise the funders of the project
•
-

Project methodology explained
Why we are collecting qualitative data
How we analyse qualitative data
What the qualitative data will be used for

•
-

Privacy protocols explained
Brief of the 2001 Privacy Act
Assurance of their anonymity in discussions
Freedom to access or remove their data
Privacy contract signed

•

Proceed with interview questions (see below)

•
-

Conclusion
Walk around the property
Take photographs of property
Opportunity to answer questions

Preliminary questions for interviewees
1. What is the size of the property?
2. Where does the majority of the household income come from?
3. How long have you been on the property?
Personal goals and drivers
• Why do you live in rural setting?
• Why did you decide to get a rural block/small farm?
• What do you do on your property?
• What motivated you to do some of the activities you are currently undertaking on your farm?
• What are your goals for the property over the next five years?
Knowledge questions
There are various environmental and agricultural issues that affect land in Victoria and Australia. I
would like to have a chat with you about these issues, whether they affect your property, and what you
know or how you deal with them.
•
-

Water
Are you concerned about water quality or water management issues on your property?
What are your experiences with these problems?

•
-

Soil
Have you tested your soils?
Do you have any issues relating to soil on your property?

•
-

Pests, plants and animals
Have you had any problems with weeds, rabbits or any other pest animal or plant?
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•
-

Native vegetation and/or other vegetation
What type of natural or native vegetation do you have here?
Do you plant any trees/shrubs?
If so, why did you do this?

•
-

Other
Are there any other environmental problems you are facing on your property, which we haven’t
discussed?

New Delivery Mechanisms
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

How do learn about environmental problems on your farm? or
How have you learnt about farming? Through what sources?
If you know there is a problem with weeds or some other issue, where do you go for information?
There are several different courses and programs run for farmers/land-managers. (If prompt
needed, such as Landcare, whole farm planning, Beefcheque) Are you aware of these courses?
Have you participated in any of these courses? What was your experience?
Do you have any problems with accessing and/or understanding farming and land management
information? If so, how do you think these problems could be overcome?
Are there better ways to provide education and training and information to small, lifestyle
landholders?
What information would you like to have access to?
Do you think there are education/training needs for small landowners that are no being addressed?
Is more information needed?
How could service providers help you to improve the sustainability of your land?

Attitudes
• How important is sustainable land management to you?

Semi-structured interview questions for service providers
Experience
• What is your program trying to achieve and why?
• What is your role within the program?
• What are the advantages for small, lifestyle farmers who participate in your program?
• What percentage of your group is small, lifestyle farmers?
Attitudes towards small, lifestyle farmers
• What is your attitude towards small, lifestyle farmers? Do you think this will change?
• Do you think small, lifestyle farmers are an important sector to engage?
Experience with small, lifestyle farmers (will depend on previous answers)
• What extension methods do you find most effective when working with small, lifestyle farmers?
• Did you make any changes that seemed to attract more lifestyle farmers eg. Topics, timing of
meetings?
• How do you think small, lifestyle farmers will become more involved in your program?
• What would success look like if you were engaging with small, lifestyle farmers effectively?
• What do you still need to know about small, lifestyle farmers in order to engage them more
effectively?
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Appendix C: Small farms across Australia
Map C.1: Percentage of small farms in Victoria.

Map C.2: Public and private land in Victoria
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Map C.3: Percentage of small farms in New South Wales and Canberra.
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Map C.4: Percentage of small farms in Queensland.
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Map C.5: Percentage of small farms in Tasmania.
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Map C.6: Percentage of small farms in South Australia.
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Map C.7: Percentage of small farms in Western Australia.
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Map C.8: Percentage of small farms in the Northern Territory.
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Appendix D: Small lifestyle farms in north-east Victoria
Table D.1: Population and population density in north-east Victoria LGAs.

Alpine
Indigo
Towong
Wodonga
Wangaratta

Population
1999
2003
12 449
13 090
14 476
14 959
6 441
6 202
31 292
33 759
26 568
26 625

Population density
People per/km2
2.7
7.3
0.9
78
7.3

Map D.1: Small farm distribution in north-east Victoria
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Figure D.1: Sale of small lifestyle farms/farmland in north-east Victoria.
Sales of Hobby Farms and Hobby Farm Land (combined) - 1998-2004
80
70
60

No. of sales

50
40
30
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10
0
1998

1999

ALPINE SHIRE
Source: Landata

2000

INDIGO SHIRE

2001

TOWONG SHIRE

2002

2003

CITY OF WANGARATTA

2004
CITY OF WODONGA

Note: Landata defines 'hobby' as less than 20ha, 'hobby farm' includes a dw elling, w hile 'hobby farm land' does not.

Table D.2: Total number and percentage of farms defined by size (hectares) in north-east
Victoria.

Farm Sizes 5-50 ha
Shire

51-100 ha

101-200 ha

201-400 ha.

400+ ha

Total

% Small
farms

Towong

552

338

373

187

61

1511

58.9

Indigo
Alpine
Wangaratta

1310
763
1361

466
202
306

317
135
519

89
28
577

7
7
1461

2189
1135
4224

81.1
85
39.5

Wodonga
Totals
Percentage

286
4272
45

104
1416
15

61
1405
15

25
906
10

1
1537
16

477
9536
100

81.7
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Appendix E: Bioregions in north-east Victoria
(Modified from Department of Sustainability and Environment information, www.dse.vic.gov.au.)

Highlands - Northern Fall
Highlands - Northern Fall is the northerly aspect of the Great Dividing Range. These dissected uplands
have moderate to steep slopes, high plateaus and alluvial flats along the main valleys. The geology is
of Palaeozoic deposits giving rise to predominantly sedimentary and granitic rocks. The brown and red
porous earths (Dermosols) occur in the upper reaches and yellow and red texture contrast soils
(Chromosols and Kurosols) graduate down the valleys. The vegetation is a mosaic of Herb-rich
Foothill Forest and Shrubby Dry ecosystems dominating large areas of lower slopes; Montane Dry
Woodland and Heathy Dry Forest ecosystems on the upper slopes and plateau; and Grassy Dry Forest
and Valley Grassy Forest ecosystems associated with major river valleys.

Highlands – Southern Fall
Highlands – Southern Fall is the southerly aspect of the Great Dividing Range. These dissected
uplands have moderate to steep slopes, high plateaus and alluvial flats along the main valleys. The
geology is of Palaeozoic deposits giving rise to predominantly sedimentary and granitic rocks. The
brown and red porous earths (Dermosols) occur in the upper reaches and yellow and red texture
contrast soils (Chromosols and Kurosols) graduate down the valleys. The dominant vegetation is
Shrubby Dry Forest and Damp Forest on the upper slopes, with Wet Forest ecosystems dominant in
the valleys including Cool Temperate Rainforest in the most protected gullies; Montane Dry
Woodland, Montane Damp Forest and Montane Wet Forest ecosystems occur in the higher altitudes.

Northern Inland Slopes
Northern Inland Slopes consists of foothill slopes and minor ranges separated by river valleys that
drain northward from the High Country to the Murray River. It is a mixed complex of geology's both
granitic and metamorphic, which protrudes thorough and is surrounded by the Riverine Plain. The
Warby Ranges is of granitic and sedimentary origin, Mt. Major is of volcanic and Terrick Terrick and
Pyramid Hill are of granitic origin. The soils are predominantly texture contrast (Chromosols and
Sodosols) apart from the Mt Major area (Ferrosols, Calcarosols and Vertosols). The vegetation is
dominated by Grassy Dry Forest, Box Ironbark Forest, Granitic Hills Woodland, Heathy Dry Forest
and, Shrubby Dry Forest ecosystems on the less fertile hills; Herb-rich Foothill Forest ecosystems on
the more fertile hills and outwash; and Grassy Woodland, Valley Grassy Forest, Plains Grassy
Woodland, Floodplain Riparian Woodland, Riverine Grassy Woodland, Riverine Sedgy Forest and
Wetland ecosystems on the fertile plains and watercourses.

Victorian Alps
Victorian Alps consists of a series of high plateaus and peaks along the Great Dividing Range. The
Palaeozoic deposits predominantly of granitic and basaltic origin give rise to friable leached earths,
loams and peaty soils (Tenosols and Organosols). The vegetation associated with the subalpine
plateaus are Sub-alpine Woodland, Treeless Sub-alpine Mosaic and Sub-alpine Grassland ecosystems
and the upper slopes and generally surrounding sub-alpine areas are dominated by Montane Dry
Woodland, Montane Damp Forest, Montane Wet Forest and Montane Grassy Woodland ecosystems.

Central Victorian Uplands
Central Victorian Uplands is dominated by Lower Paleozoic deposits giving rise to dissected uplands
at higher elevations, among granitic and sedimentary (with Tertiary colluvial aprons) terrain with
metamorphic and old volcanic rocks which have formed steeply sloped peaks and ridges. The less
fertile hills support Grassy Dry Forest and Heathy Dry Forest ecosystems. Herb-rich Foothill Forest
and Shrubby Foothill Forest ecosystems dominate on the more fertile outwash slopes. The granitic and
sedimentary (with Tertiary colluvial aprons) terrain is dominated by Grassy Woodlands much of
which has been cleared. Lower lying valleys and plains are dominated by Valley Grassy Forest and
Plains Grassy Woodland ecosystems.
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Victorian Riverina
Victorian Riverina is characterised by flat to gently undulating landscape on recent unconsolidated
sediments with evidence of former stream channels and wide floodplain areas associated with major
river systems and prior steams. Alluvium deposits from the Cainozoic period gave rise to the red
brown earths and texture contrast soils (Chromosols and Sodosols) which dominate the Riverine Plain.
The vegetation is dominated by Plains Grassy Woodland, Plains Grassland, Pine Box Woodland,
Riverine Grassy Woodland, Riverine Sedgy Forest, Gilgai Plains Woodland and Wetland ecosystems.
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Appendix F: Cropping in Indigo Shire
Figure F.1: Cropping decrease in Indigo Shire 1983–2000.
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Source: ABS Statistics On-line (ASO), DPI/DSE, based on ABS Agricultural Census/Survey 1986-87 to 2000-2001
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Appendix G: ALUM Classifications for north-east Victoria
Public conservation land

1.1.0
1.1.1
1.1.2
1.1.3
1.1.4
1.1.5

Nature conservation
Strict nature reserves
Wilderness area
National park
Natural feature protection
Habitat/species management
area
1.1.6 Protected landscape

Grazing natural
vegetation

Other minimal use

1.3.0 Other minimal use
1.3.3 Remnant native cover

2.1.0 Grazing natural vegetation

Production & plantation
forestry
2.2.0 Production forestry

3.1.0 Plantation forestry
3.1.2 Softwood production
3.1.3 Other forest production

1.2.0 Managed resource protection
1.2.2 Surface water supply

Grazing modified
pastures
3.2.0 Grazing modified pastures
3.2.1 Native/exotic pasture mosaic
3.2.4 Pasture legume/grass mixture

Dryland cropping

3.3.0
3.3.1
3.3.3
3.3.4

Cropping
Cereals
Hay & silage
Oil seeds

Dryland horticulture

3.4.0 Perennial horticulture

Irrigated pasture &
cropping
4.2.0 Irrigated modified pastures

4.3.0 Irrigated cropping
4.3.2 Irrigated beverage & spice
crops
4.3.3 Irrigated hay & silage
4.3.7 Irrigated tobacco

Irrigated horticulture

4.4.0
4.4.1
4.4.4
4.4.7

Irrigated perennial horticulture
Irrigated tree fruits
Irrigated vine fruits
Irrigated vegetables & herbs

Intensive animal & plant
production
5.2.0
5.2.1
5.2.4
5.2.5
5.2.6

Intensive animal production
Dairy
Poultry
Pigs
Aquaculture

Rural residential

5.4.2 Rural residential

4.5.0 Irrigated seasonal horticulture
4.5.4 Irrigated vegetables & herbs

Urban intensive uses

5.3.0 Manufacturing and industrial

5.4.0 Residential
5.4.1 Urban residential

Mining and waste

5.8.0 Mining
5.8.2 Quarries

Water

6.1.0 Lake

6.2.0 Reservoir/dam
5.9.0 Waste treatment and disposal
5.9.5 Sewage
6.3.0 River

5.5.0
5.5.1
5.5.2
5.5.3
5.5.4

Services
Commercial services
Public services
Recreation & culture
Defence facilities

6.5.1 Marsh/wetland - conservation

5.6.0 Utilities
5.6.1 Electricity generation/
transmission

5.7.0
5.7.1
5.7.2
5.7.3
5.7.5

Transport & communication
Airports/aerodromes
Roads
Railways
Navigation and
communication
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Appendix H: Service providers survey
Service Providers Survey – June 2003
Thank you for helping out with this survey. We really appreciate your involvement!
The survey should take around 10 minutes to complete and all the information you provided
will be aggregated so that individual’s will not be identifiable.
NB. Small lifestyle landholders are defined as managing between 2 and 100 hectares of land and
deriving most income from off the property.

MAIN QUESTIONNAIRE
Q. 1.

What percentage of participants in your farming and/or land management program(s) are
small, lifestyle landholders?

Less than 10%……………………………………………………….1
Between 10-39%……………………………………………………..2
Between 40-59%…………………………………………………….3
Between 60–79%……………………………………………………4
Over 80%…………………………………………...……………….5

CIRCLE ONE
RESPONSE
ONLY

Q. 2. Which do you think are the best extension pathway(s) for reaching small, lifestyle
landholders?
One-on-one extension……………………………………….…….……..1
Group facilitation with larger and smaller landholders…………..…2
Group facilitation with small landholders only………………………3
More participatory-based extension……………………………………4
Expert driven information transfer…………………………………….5

CIRCLE AS
MANY
RESPONSES
THAT APPLY

Q. 3. How would you describe your level of understanding about the actions that YOU can
take to effectively communicate and involve the small landholder in farming or land
management programs? Would you say…
You have a thorough understanding about what you can do……1
You have some understanding about what you can do…………..2
You have a limited understanding……………………………..……3
Don’t know…………………………………………………………….4
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CIRCLE ONE
RESPONSE
ONLY

Q. 4. Do you consider it important to include small, lifestyle landholders in your program
(s)? PLEASE CIRCLE ONE RESPONSE ONLY
Yes……………………………………………………………………...1
No……………………………………………………………….2
Don’t know…………………………………………………………….3

Q. 5. Why do you say that?
PLEASE WRITE YOUR RESPONSE IN THE SPACE PROVIDED

Q. 6 In your view, which of the following best describes land-use change leading to
subdivision in Victoria? Would you say that….
Land-use change leading to subdivision is a very serious problem……1
Land-use change leading to subdivision is a bit of a problem……….….2
Land-use change leading to subdivision happens
but is not a problem………………………………………………..………….3
Land-use change leading to subdivision is not a problem at all……..….4
Don’t know……………………………..………………………………………5

CIRCLE ONE
RESPONSE
ONLY

Q. 7 How would you best describe your level of understanding about the small lifestyle
sector?
You know the issues facing the sector……………………………... 1
You know a little about the issues facing the sector………………..2
Have heard about the sector but don’t really
know a lot about the issues they face………………………………...3
You have very little understanding of the sector
………………. 4
Don’t know…………………………………………………………… 5
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CIRCLE ONE
RESPONSE
ONLY

Q. 8 In your view, which of the following topics do you believe should be included in a
new delivery mechanism to the small lifestyle farm sector?
Combating salinity……………………...…………………………….1
Improving water quality…………………………………………….2
Educating the community about small farmers….………………..3
Improving soil management………………………………………...4
Changing the sector’s behaviour……………………………………5
Improving weed management……………………………………...6
Building/developing relationships………………………………...7
Improving on-farm productivity ………………..…………………8
Building the capacity of the sector………………………………….9
Restoring native vegetation…………………………………………10
Don’t know……………………………………………………………11

CIRCLE AS
MANY
RESPONSES
THAT APPLY

Q. 9.
Listed below are a series of statements that we’d like you to indicate how strongly you agree or
disagree with each. There are no right or wrong answers—it’s just your opinion that matters. For each
statement, please indicate whether you agree strongly, agree a little, neither agree nor disagree a little
or disagree strongly by ticking the appropriate box.
TICK ONE BOX PER ROW ONLY

Agree
Strongl
y

1. Social networks between larger farmers and
small landholders are important in the exchange
of information.
2. Most small, lifestyle landholders are actively
working towards improving their land’s
environmental sustainability.
3. Social networks between small landholders
are important in the exchange of information.
4. There needs to be stronger linkages between
various extension/education providers to better
target small, lifestyle landholders.
5. I feel I can play a significant role in reaching
the small, lifestyle landholder.
6. It is difficult to involve small, lifestyle
landholders in my extension/education
programs.
7. Most small, lifestyle landholders have poor
land management knowledge.
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Agre
e
a
little

Neither
agree
nor
disagre
e

Disagr
ee
a little

Disagr
ee
strongl
y

Don’t
know
/
not
sure

And finally just a couple more questions about you…

Q. 10. How long have you been with your current organisation?
Less than 12 months ………………………………………………….1
12 months to less than 2 years……………………………………….2
2 years to less than 5 years……………………………….…………..3
5 years to less than 10 years………………………………………….4
10 years or more………………………………………………………5

CIRCLE ONE
RESPONSE
ONLY

Q 11. What is your main role?
Natural resource management – DPI...……………………………...1
Industry development – DPI…..
………………………….…………2
Catchment Management Authority………………..…….……….3
Landcare Facilitator…………………………………….……………..4
Agriculture Education Provider ………………………….…………5
Local Government………………………………………..…….6
Other (PLEASE SPECIFY)
7

CIRCLE ONE
RESPONSE
ONLY OR
FOR
‘OTHER’
PLEASE
SPECIFY

Q. 12. How long have you been in your current position?
Less than 12 months……………………………………...……………1
12 months to less than 2 years…………………...…………………...2
2 years to less than 5 years………………...…………………….……3
5 years to less than 10 years………..…………………….…………...4
10 years or more……….………………………………….…………...5

CIRCLE ONE
RESPONSE
ONLY

Are there any suggestions or thoughts that you have which you would like to tell the
research team?

Thank you for taking the time to complete this questionnaire! Your feedback will be used in
our research.
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Appendix I: The role of local governments in service provision
Aside from the provision of environmental officers, local government is a key stakeholder when
exploring sustainable land use and the small lifestyle farm sector. They play a pivotal role in the
decision making around land use and subdivision. For example, some municipal councils in Victoria
have rejected planning permits on small allotments based on landowners not developing a suitable land
management plan (Lapersonne & Russel 2006). There is a potential for both public and private
extension providers to work better with local government to enhance the engagement of the small
lifestyle farm sector.
As apart of the consultative phase, 40 town planners and eight local government councillors were
consulted in 2002 at the North East Planners and Department of Infrastructure Planning Week
Workshop. The title of the workshop was ‘Victoria’s small and lifestyle farms’. The majority of
participants were working within the pilot study region, while other participants were from other
municipalities in Victoria. Four focus groups were conducted with participants to explore the current
attitudes of local government towards the sector and the opportunities and role of local government in
promoting sustainable land management with the sector.
Participants held mixed attitudes towards the influx of small lifestyle farmers to their areas. Some
town planners thought that new entrants were valued as important for the continued development of
their regions, while others were hesitant, perceiving them more as a hindrance, particularly their land
management practices. A lot of the negative responses were borne out of complaints they had
encountered in their regions with new entrants complaining about a variety of different issues. And
believed that often new entrants are unsure of the realities of living in a rural zone.
Overall, local government perceived themselves as potential partners to help promote sustainable land
management as part of the planning approach and deliver appropriate information. However, they
believed that a ‘joined up approach’ with other government organisations was necessary, so that they
were not ‘handed’ the whole load. They believe that they are often the ‘first port of call’ for small
lifestyle farmers, and have the potential to act as a conduit for information distribution.
Participants voiced a need to develop stronger linkages with state and national departments to share
resources, such as demographic information, land capability data, and strategic policy setting to
influence town planning. Currently, state departments are involved in the planning process. However,
local councils highlighted the need to better access expert opinion and land information that will
enable improved subdivision into small lifestyle blocks.
They believed that further research is needed to be conducted on the impact that subdivision has on
regional infrastructure and the natural environment. And that this information could better inform the
subdivision process and was the role of state and national environmental departments. It should be
noted that the State Government of Victoria has introduced a variety of rural zones (farming, rural
activity and rural living) in order to streamline planning in Victoria. For more information see DSE
(2003).
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Appendix J: Small farms and extension in the United States of
America
A review of the value and extensions approaches for small farms in the United States of America was
undertaken by Francis (2002) for the Department of Primary Industries, Victoria. The review states
that the United States Department of Agriculture (USDA) have adopted a broad definition of a small
farm, being an annual sales figure below $250 000. The US definition is much broader than the
adopted Australian definition; this is because their programs also focus on family commercial farms.
Although definitions are dissimilar, it is useful to consider how the United States Department of
Agriculture (USDA) is dealing with their small farms as many of the issues faced by their agricultural
sector are quite similar to Australia.
In 1997, the USDA established a National Commission on Small Farms to examine the status of small
farms in the USA. In 1998 the Commission outlined eight policy goals for a national strategy for small
farms. This report was entitled A Time to Act and provided recommendations to Congress and the
USDA, which if acted upon should improve the well-being of the nation’s small farms and support the
contributions they make to American society. The National Commission on Small Farms (NCSF,
1998, p.75) stated that:
Small farmers have the potential to meet specific market niches, but this potential has never been
intentionally pursued by the USDA. Small farmers have unique needs, constraints and opportunities
that have often been overlooked in the design and delivery of USDA programs. For small farmers to
survive in the fast-changing agricultural industry that is dominated by larger production and
concentration in the food-processing sector, creative financing, speciality production, and niche
marketing could serve to develop a competitive edge for small farmers.
The following year the USDA Small Farm Policy was established.
Francis (2002) reports that the two main extension services in the United States are the Cooperative
Extension Service based in state universities, and the Natural Resource Conservation Service, a part of
the USDA. A body that links the two services and provides another information provision role is the
Cooperative State Research, Education and Extension Service, an USDA agency. There are also other
government- and university-based information providers aligned with this agency.
Some of the reported strategies employed by these extension providers include:
•
•
•
•

extensive availability and accessibility of extension services: for example, information hotlines
staffed at night and on the weekends and toll-free numbers for quick responses to farmer questions
catering for the diversity of ethnic backgrounds across the states, with some staff being bilingual
communication and cooperation within and between the various organisations, particularly
community-based groups who have the advantage of recognising local needs and already having
the trust of many rural clients
supporting networks: new farmers or farmers diversifying into different crops can benefit from
direct feedback from other farmers with greater experience. Extension professionals can foster the
development of such groups (NCSF, 1998).

Different media tools used by these organisations are:
•
•
•
•
•
•

bilingual and talkback radio programs
booklets
pamphlets
CD-ROMs
newsletters, for example Small Farm Digest
targeted information web pages.

There was a variety of different topics covered in the extension programs, these being:
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•
•
•
•
•
•

alternative agricultural enterprises
land stewardship covering topics of soils, water, plants and animals
business aspects of small farm production
value-adding and community supported agriculture
community leadership for small farmers
entry into farming.

Another innovative approach discussed includes a 16-hectare Small Farm and Resource Training
Centre that has been developed in California. The property practises a variety of agricultural land uses
targeted for those wanting to enter into production on a small farm. There is an emphasis on
integration of non-farming urban people to be educated about farming issues. It provides information
on farmer’s markets and Community Supported Agriculture.
The report concludes with a list of opportunities that may be applicable in the Australian context, these
being:
•
•
•
•
•
•

using non-traditional media to communicate such as radio
establishing specific small farm information centres and employing small farm extension officers
ensuring availability of staff outside of normal business hours
coordinating programs targeted to small farmers (within and between institutions)
encouraging extension officers to help form support networks for small, and diversified farmers
running training courses for a combined audience of extension staff and community members.

Francis (2002) warns that Victorian institutions can learn from the frustration of some small farmers
towards the Extension Service in the USA, despite the one-to-one contact available. This frustration
arises from many extension staff having a linear, rather than systems, approach and lack of knowledge
outside particular subject areas. The nature of scientific research has tended to be very focused on a
particular subject area; however, has often not recognised differences across geographical boundaries,
enterprise goals and site specificity. That is, not all of technologies equally meet the economic, social,
and environmental goals of the small farmer.
Francis (2002) states that the education of extension officers about the sector is critical to ensure
extension systems are relevant and up-to-date. Many small farmers are pioneering new production and
marketing systems and extension officers are often unable to assist in these new areas. She believes
that there is opportunity for extension staff to be able to learn from pioneering small lifestyle farmers.
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Glossary
Accessibility/Remoteness Index of Australia (ARIA)
ARIA has been developed as an index (with values between 0 and 15), based on a purely
geographical methodology in which remoteness is defined on the basis of road distance from
any point to the nearest town (service centre) in each of five population size classes. The
population size of the service centre is used as a proxy for the availability of a range of services
and road distance is used as a proxy for the degree of remoteness from those services.
Agricultural Census
The Agricultural Census is the basic source of Australian agricultural commodity statistics. The
frame population is all establishments with an Estimated Value of Agricultural Operations
(EVAO) of $5000 or more. Up until 1996–97, the Agricultural Census was conducted annually
at the end of March. The current strategy is for a five-yearly census with large sample surveys in
inter-censal years (called the Agricultural Survey). The next census will apply to the year ending
2006. All farm business operators are required by law to complete and return the Agricultural
Census form.
Australian Business Register
The Australian Business Register (ABR) is part of the tax arrangements introduced in July 2000
and presents an opportunity to move to a new frame source. Use of the ABR will enable more
sustainable frame updating procedures in the long term and also provide better coverage of
farms than previously available from the ABS maintained list. All business with a turnover of
$50 000 or more are required to register on the ABR and are provided with an Australian
Business Number (ABN).
Disposable income
Disposable income is the funds available for living costs (including education and recreation),
debt repayment, farm investment and tax. It may come from a variety of sources.
Establishments
An agricultural establishment is the smallest accounting unit of business within a state or
territory controlling its productive activities and maintaining a specified range of detailed data
enabling value-added to be calculated. In general, an establishment covers all operations at a
physical location, but may consist of a group of locations provided they are within the same
Statistical Local Area or contiguous SLAs. The majority of establishments operate at one level
only.
Estimated Value of Agricultural Operations (EVAO)
EVAO is an estimation of agricultural activity undertaken by an agricultural establishment.
Three-year average weighted prices are applied to livestock turn-off and livestock numbers on
the farm, and to area and production data for crops. The resultant aggregation of these
commodity values is the EVAO. It is not an indicator of the value of receipts of individual farms
but rather an indicator of the extent of agricultural activity.
Extension
Extension is the social process that refers to the delivery of service in a premeditated, organised
fashion. It can be used in various forms of communication to obtain positive land management
change for the land manager.
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Natural Resource Management (NRM)
NRM is the process of decision making about the use of natural resources for fulfilling basic and
other needs.
Off-farm income
Off-farm income is derived from a source other than the farm, such as wages from other
companies, other businesses, investments and social welfare payments.
Persuasive extension
This is based on the presumption that there is a ‘correct’ way of doing things and the role of the
extension officer is to persuade views and values, often through the presentation of new
knowledge, that will ultimately have an impact on the practices of the land manager.
Remoteness areas
Each remoteness area represents an aggregation of non-contiguous geographical areas that share
common characteristics of remoteness. The remoteness structure geographically classifies
mainland Australia into five areas according to the Accessibility/Remoteness Index of Australia
(see ARIA): Major Cities of Australia; Inner Regional Australia; Outer Regional Australia;
Remote Australia and Very Remote Australia.
Service provider
A service provider is a term that refers to any consultant, adviser, or extension practitioner who
provides specific information, technology and skills and other processes to farmers to influence
land management.
Statistical Local Area
Statistical Local Areas (SLAs) are based on the boundaries of incorporated bodies of local
government where these exist. These bodies are the local government councils and the
geographical areas, which they administer, are known as Local Government Areas (LGAs). In
the Northern Territory, an incorporated administrative body gazetted under the Northern
Territory Local Government Act can take the form of a Community Government Council.
Where there is no incorporated body of local government, SLAs are defined to cover the
unincorporated areas.
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