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THE CONTEXT 

This research employed a survey of rural property owners to inform the North Central CMA 
Board and staff as they develop, implement and evaluate the 2020-2026 North Central 
Regional Catchment Strategy (RCS). CMA typically have limited ability to accomplish their 
goals without the support of other stakeholders (e.g. Australian and state governments)  and 
especially rural property owners who own most rural land in the North Central region and 
directly influence the condition of soil, waterways, wetlands and native vegetation. In turn, the 
condition of those environmental assets influences their livelihoods, well-being and wealth 
(including property values). 

The 2019 North Central social benchmarking survey is part of a Southern Cross University 
(SCU) project led by Hanabeth Luke, jointly funded by the Soil CRC and the North Central 
CMA (a CRC partner). Data gathered will contribute to the wider Soil CRC research portfolio. 
More information on the Soil CRC can be found at www.soilcrc.com.au  

North Central CMA and Soil CRC staff worked together to review and revise the 2014 survey. 
A draft 2019 survey was subsequently pre-tested, including with a small group of rural owners. 
As in 2014, the 2019 survey was posted to a randomly selected sample of rural property 
owners (properties of 10 ha and above) identified using local government (i.e. Shire or City) 
ratepayer lists. The North Central CMA region includes a substantial part of 14 Shire or City 
local government areas (LGA). Surveys were posted to 2040 property owners andfter 
removing those with an acceptable reason for a non-response, there were 1862 possible 
respondents. With 663 returned and completed surveys, the response rate for 2019 is 36%For 
the North Central CMA, the survey process was expected to: 

1. Describe the social/farming structure (property size, property 
subdivision/amalgamation, occupational identity of landholders and extent of absentee 
ownership) for the region. 

2. Gather data to assess progress in the achievement of RCS and specific NRM program 
objectives (e.g. in the level of NRM knowledge). 

3. Inform understanding of landholder adoption of best-practice NRM. 
4. Inform Board and staff engagement with rural property owners (e.g. cohorts based on 

farmer occupational identity). 

The survey gathered information about respondent’s values; beliefs (e.g. in climate change, 
the primacy of private property rights); issues of concern (i.e. threats to those values); long-
term plans; knowledge of NRM; confidence in best-practices NRM; engagement in NRM 
platforms and processes; sources of NRM information; land use/enterprises; background 
personal and property information (e.g. property size, absentee ownership); and 
implementation of best-practice NRM. With more than 120 survey items across these topics, 
the report summarises a large data set. The focus of this Landholder Summary is on directly 
responding to the four objectives listed above and identifying key lessons or conclusions. 

  

The full report is available via the NC CMA website:  
http://www.nccma.vic.gov.au/resources/publications/social-drivers-natural-resource-
management-2019-north-central-victoria 

  

http://www.soilcrc.com.au/
http://www.nccma.vic.gov.au/resources/publications/social-drivers-natural-resource-management-2019-north-central-victoria
http://www.nccma.vic.gov.au/resources/publications/social-drivers-natural-resource-management-2019-north-central-victoria
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A DESCRIPTION OF THE SOCIAL AND FARMING STRUCTURE 

Information in Table A provides a partial picture of the social and farming structure of the North 
Central region. 

Comparing data for 2014 and 2019 suggests that stability rather than change is the dominant 
theme. To the extent there are trends, in 2019 the median property size is smaller and more 
property owners are Part-time farmers, Hobby farmers and Non-famers rather than Full-time 
farmers. 
 

TABLE A: REGIONAL PROFILE: KEY PROPERTY AND PERSONAL ATTRIBUTES, 2019 
(N=663) 

 

Agriculture remains the dominant land use across all areas and Full-time farmers manage 
about 80% of the land owned by survey respondents. Irrigated agriculture is also important. 
However, the values being expressed by property owners and the underlying economy (i.e. 
sources of income) vary significantly with distance from metropolitan areas of Melbourne, 
Bendigo and BallaratThere are landscapes that retain  a focus on the business of agriculture 
yet there are other landscapes more appropriately described as multi-functional in that there is 
a mix of  production, environmental and amenity values attached to the landholder’s property.   
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VALUES ATTCHED TO PROPERTY 

The summary for the 16 items exploring values attached to the property illustrates the extent a 
mix of values is important for most respondents across most of the North Central region [Table 
B]. For example, the three items most frequently given an Important/Very important rating 
focus on future environmental health/condition, producing food and fibre for others and the 
amenity value of their property. 

 
TABLE B: VALUES ATTACHED TO PROPERTY, 2019 (N=663) 

 
Survey data provide considerable evidence that agriculture does not underpin the economy 
across much of the North Central region or engagement in NRM best-practice. As identified in 
Table A, only two-in-three reported any income from agriculture; and only about a quarter of all 
respondents (24% of 663) said they had a net profit above $50,000 from agriculture. At the 
same time, about a third of all respondents (31% of 663) said they achieved a net off-property 
income above $50,000.  
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A USEFUL TYPOLOGY OF PROPERTY OWNERS BASED ON FARMER IDENTITY 

When asked to select from one of four farmer identity cohorts, 49% of all respondents 
identified as Full-time farmers, 19% as Part-time farmers, 13% as Hobby farmers and 19% as 
Non-farmers. These data suggest that Full-time farmers are now a minority cohort (down from 
52% in 2014). Compared to 2014, a larger proportion of respondents identify as Non-farmers 
and a smaller proportion as Part-time farmers. 

As might be expected, Full-time and Part-time farmers are more likely to give a higher rating to 
items focussed on farming as a business and Hobby farmers and Non-farmers to give a higher 
rating to items focused on environmental condition and amenity. At the same time, there are 
shared values or common ground. This information, along with other data about issues of 
concern and beliefs, provide a sound foundation for effectively engaging the different cohorts 
and making more general appeals to property owners. A summary of differences across key 
personal and property attributes is provided in Table C. 

TABLE C: SIGNIFICANT DIFFERENCES ACROSS FOUR FARMER IDENTITY COHORTS 
BY KEY PROPERTY AND PERSONAL ATTRIBUTES, 2019 (N=663) 

 
There are significant differences in the implementation of best-practice across the four farmer 
identity cohorts. Full-time and Part-time farmers are more likely to be implementing almost all 
practices than are respondents in the other two cohorts (so for 16 of 19 practices).  
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Those self-identifying as Full-time farmers are a minority (slight) of all respondents. 
Nevertheless, this cohort manages 80% of the land area owned by respondents within the 
region. Given that <50% of this cohort has implemented 10 of 19 best-practices over their full-
period of management, it may seem logical for NRM practitioners to focus engagement on this 
cohort. Indeed, survey data suggests this is occurring and this may be a sensible approach 
where Full-time farmers are managing critical parts of a landscape (i.e. high value assets 
under threat). A nuanced approach should also consider the extent that other engagement 
objectives are relevant. For example, does the North Central CMA want to engage a cross 
section of property owners to improve NRM literacy, enhance voter commitment to NRM, and 
motivate people to volunteer to work with local and non-government organisations? 

As indicated in Map A there are significant variations across the LGA in the proportion of 
respondents selecting each of the four farmer identity cohorts. 

MAP A: FARMER IDENTITY COHORTS BY LGA, 2019 (N=663) 

 
Farmer identity encapsulates and shapes important differences in values and beliefs, personal 
norms, knowledge of NRM and engagement in NRM platforms and processes and in turn, 
implementation of best practices. 
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LONG-TERM PLANS  

As in 2014, two-in-three respondents said their long-term plan was for Ownership of the 
property to stay within the family. Only 18% said The property will be sold and fewer 
respondents (7%) said it was likely The property will be subdivided and a large part of the 
property sold. At the same time, it seems that for about one-in-three of those intending to pass 
their property to family members there is a gap between intentions and taking steps to engage 
family members in succession planning. 

There is also evidence of many respondents wanting to continue living on their property as 
long as possible. For example, about half said it is unlikely I will move off the property 
around/soon after reaching 65 years. 

It seems that across the respondents there is a diversity of likely futures and so it is useful to 
look at the responses by Farmer Identity: 

TABLE D: SIGNIFICANT DIFFERENCES IN LIKELIHOOD OF LONG-TERM PLANS BY 
FARMER IDENTITY, 2019 (N=663, N=649 TO 640) 

 
 
 
 
 
TRUST AND TRUSTWORTHINESS  
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Respondents were more likely to agree than disagree that they could trust the North Central 
CMA. The level of trust was higher for the item focussed on providing useful advice than for 
the item referring to providing appropriate financial assistance. About a third of all respondents 
indicated they held a neutral view about whether they could trust the North Central CMA, 
suggesting there is potential to lift the trust rating. 

There are significant differences across the four farmer identity cohorts for trust items and the 
trustworthiness item exploring benevolence. 

• Non-farmers and Hobby farmers are more likely to agree that I can rely on the North 
Central CMA to provide useful advice about waterways & wetlands management. 

• Full-time farmers are more likely to agree that I can rely on the North Central CMA to 
provide appropriate financial assistance for waterways & wetlands management. 

• Non-farmers are more likely to agree that The North Central CMA keeps landholders’ 
interests in mind when making decisions about waterways & wetlands management. 

 
BELIEF IN CLIMATE CHANGE 

A small majority (60%) believe humans are changing the climate. It seems these respondents 
also believe there will be dire consequences if no action is taken but are optimistic that it is not 
too late to take action. At the same time, about 40% of respondents indicate they do not 
believe or are uncertain about whether humans are changing the climate. 

Those with a stronger farmer identity are less likely to believe in climate change but are more 
optimistic about the capacity of landholders in their region to adapt to expected changes in 
rainfall patterns. It seems that Full-time and Part-time farmers have distinguished between the 
extensive list of global impacts of climate change and changes in rainfall patterns that are 
expected to affect their region and to which they may already be responding. 

NRM practitioner engagement with property owners is increasingly focussed on the 
adaptations that property owners can and are making in response to changing weather 
patterns. Evidence from across the survey topics supports this approach, including that: 

1. Changes in weather patterns was the district scale issue listed as important by the 
most respondents (i.e. 71%). 

2. Over 60% of Full-time farmers and over 70% of Part-time farmers agreed that Primary 
producers should do all they can to reduce carbon emissions from their activities. 

3. Over half of the Full-time farmers and Part-time farmers in this survey are Confident 
landholders in this region can adapt to expected changes in rainfall patterns. 
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TOP ISSUES AT DISTRICT AND PROPERTY SCALE 

 
FIGURE A: TOP 10 ISSUES AT DISTRICT SCALE (N=663, N=640 TO 593) 

 
 
FIGURE B: ASSESSMENT OF ISSUES AT THE PROPERTY SCALE, 2019 (N=663, n=640 
TO 593) 
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There are important and significant differences in the importance of property scale issues by 
farmer identity: 
FIGURE C: SIGNIFICANT DIFFERENCES IN IMPORTANCE OF PROPERTY SCALE 
ISSUES BY FARMER IDENTITY, BY % SELECTED IMPORTANT/ VERY IMPORTANT 
RATINGS 2019 (N=663, n=640 TO 593) 

 
 
LOCAL GOVERNMENT PROFILES 

This section provides profiles for 12 of the 14 LGA that are within the North Central CMA 
region. Profiles are not provided for Mitchell or Ballarat. Only a small part of the Mitchell and 
Ballarat LGA are within the North Central CMA region. In both cases, the small number of 
respondents from these LGA means any summaries would be unreliable. 

The profiles provide some of the regional variation masked by the regional summaries. For 
some items included in the profiles there is a statistically significant difference across the LGA. 
Other topics/items have been included to provide regional NRM practitioners, especially those 
new to the region, with accessible summaries illustrating important sub-regional contexts. For 
example, in key values and issues. 

 



 



NC CMA LANDHOLDER SUMMARY 2019 – Page 11 
 

 



NC CMA LANDHOLDER SUMMARY 2019 – Page 12 
 

 


