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Key insights
Where and how Australian farmers
plan to innovate
Australia’s farmers see opportunities for innovation
across their businesses, from what they produce
and how they sell it to how they structure their operations.
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Key insights
Innovation is not just a buzzword in Australian agribusiness.
It’s a recognised element of good business practice and critical
for the development and sustainability not just of individual
farms but also the wider agribusiness sector. In a world where
markets are increasingly global, demand for food and fibre
grows apace, and the need to produce more from less is a
pressing challenge, innovation is critical.
We surveyed farmers across the country on their thoughts
about innovation. Specifically, we looked at which aspects
of their operations present the greatest opportunity for future
innovation and we asked what they plan to do to make their
enterprises innovation-ready.
Our results show that farmers are not thinking of innovation
only in broad terms, as a goal to aspire to, but in very
practical terms.
A significant proportion identify areas of their businesses
that are likely to deliver future innovation opportunity.
Importantly, they are also clear on what steps they’ll take
to enable innovation in their farm businesses.

Farmers see the greatest opportunity to innovate in farm
output. In other words, they can see potential in adjusting
what they grow or produce to suit changing market appetites,
and of course we’re already seeing this happen. Farmers see
somewhat less opportunity to innovate in production process
and marketing, with organisational structure seen to offer the
least opportunity to innovate in the future. It will be interesting
to see if this perception shifts over time. Certainly within
CommBank, we’re working with customers to help them realise
the benefits of tackling innovation on multiple fronts.

Nonetheless, the overall picture is one of a highly engaged
agribusiness sector ready to embrace innovation.
I hope you find this report interesting and valuable.

Grant Cairns
Executive General Manager
Regional and Agribusiness Banking
Commonwealth Bank of Australia

Our survey shows that in order to enable innovation in farm
businesses, producers intend to adopt a range of initiatives,
the most popular being to conduct their own research.
It’s worth noting, though, that while the results indicate a
strong proactive streak in the industry, more than a quarter of
farmers surveyed say they do not intend to take any action to
encourage innovation in their farm businesses in the future
and rather intend to continue as usual.

About CommBank Agri Insights
Agri Insights canvasses 1,600 Australian farmers about their intentions for their farm enterprise over the coming 12 months. In our seventh survey, we also asked farmers about which areas
of their operations presented opportunity for future innovation, and what they would do to enable innovation in their farm businesses. We spoke to a representative sample of rural producers
across Australia. Fieldwork was executed by Fairfax Agricultural Research and Marketing using its database of more than 100,000 rural producers, and the research was managed by
Kynetec. Calls were conducted in January and February 2017.
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41%

37%

34%

of Australian farmers say
there is good or great
opportunity for innovation
in farm output.

say there is good or great
opportunity for innovation
in production process.

of Australian farmers
say there is good or
great opportunity for
innovation in marketing and
organisational structure.

Grain growers are the
most likely to see output
as a source of future
innovation with

Dairy farmers
rated production
processes
most highly with

Sheep producers are the
most likely to say they will
increase the role of
contractors, advisers and
other specialists to enable
innovation with

seeing good or great
opportunity.

saying there is good
or great opportunity to
innovate in this area.

51%

50%

29%

saying they’ll do so.
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National analysis
Opportunity abounds for agribusiness innovation
Farmers see innovation opportunity everywhere, but especially in their outputs.
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Opportunities
to innovate
in farming
Farmers are known for their ingenuity and problem
solving skills, so it is unsurprising that a high proportion
recognise opportunities for innovation.
Our research shows that farmers see the strongest
opportunities in adapting their product, followed by
opportunity for innovation in production process, then
opportunity for innovation in marketing or organisation
structure.

“It’s promising that such a
significant proportion of farmers
see innovation opportunity not just
in what they produce, but in how
they produce it, how they market
and how they structure their
business. Working to maximise
innovation across all areas of
business is known to contribute
to a better return on investment.”

Grant Cairns
Executive General Manager
Regional and Agribusiness Banking
Commonwealth Bank of Australia

Farm output

9%

11%

Production
process

10%

12%

Marketing

Organisational
structure

13%

15%

35%

29%

37%

14%

34%

12%

35%

1: No opportunity at all

2

3

4

29%

23%

24%

12%

8%

11%

10%

5: Great opportunity

Q. Please rate the following areas of your farm business for your
opportunity to innovate in the future, on a scale of 1 to 5.
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Actions
farmers take
to innovate
Farmers are pursuing a range of approaches to prepare
them for innovation.
In order to enable innovation, half of Australia’s farmers
will do their own research, while a significant number
will join networks focused on innovation, look at
opportunities to collaborate, and engage specialists.
However, nearly a third of farmers plan to continue as
usual with no changes to promote innovation.

“This is encouraging. Exploring
challenges through research is
a really good starting point for
innovation but there’s also a lot
to be gained by working with
others to develop ideas. Problem
solving is often most potent when
you bring together people with
different backgrounds, experiences
and perspectives.”


Conduct own
research

49%

Participate in
network or events
with a focus on
innovation

39%

Look to work
with people or
organisations within
or outside of the
agribusiness sector

13%

Increase the role of
contractors, advisers
and other specialists

39%

28%

Continue
as usual

27%

Grant Cairns
Executive General Manager
Regional and Agribusiness Banking
Commonwealth Bank of Australia

Other

5%

Q. Which of these actions will you take to enable innovation
in your farm business?
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Younger
farmers
see greater
opportunity
Innovation is in the DNA of the Australian farming sector
and there are plenty of examples of farms where each
new generation has brought a new wave of innovation
to the business.
Our research shows that farmers across all age
brackets think they can innovate, but those under 45
are more likely to identify innovation opportunities and
more prepared to the take steps necessary to enable
innovation.
The areas of opportunity are ranked in the same order
by farmers of all ages, but farmers aged 18-44 are
more likely to say the degree of opportunity is higher.

Farmers aged 18-44

Farm output

12%

Production
process

9%

Marketing

10%

Organisational
structure

22%

10%

11%

39%

30%

14%

37%

26%

15%

18%

21%

10%

32%

14%

35%

14%

Farmers aged 44+

Farm output

10%

11%

Production
process

10%

13%

Marketing

Organisational
structure

Q. P lease rate the following areas of your farm business for your
opportunity to innovate in the future, on a scale of 1 to 5.

7%

13%

15%

37%

27%

38%

15%

35%

12%

37%

1: No opportunity at all

2

3

4

29%

22%

23%

12%

8%

10%

9%

5: Great opportunity
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Younger
farmers ready
to take action
When asked what actions they would take to enable
innovation, farmers aged 18-44 are likely to be more
proactive. Farmers in all age brackets identify research
as the most popular step towards innovation, followed
by networking, collaboration and then engaging
specialists – but those aged 18-44 are more likely to be
pursuing these options.

60%
55%

53%
47%

39%

37%

37%
28%

27%

12%
4%

Increase
the role of
contractors,
advisers
and other
specialists

18-44

Participate in
networks or
events with
a focus on
innovation

Look to
work with/
collaborate
with people or
organisations
within or
outside of the
agribusiness
sector

Conduct your
own reserach

5%

Other

None,
continue
as usual

44+

Q. Which of these actions will you take to enable innovation
in your farm business?
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Innovation in action

New South
Wales:
Tattykeel
Graham & Kirsty Gilmore,
Martin Gilmore, James Gilmore,
Ross Gilmore
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38% of NSW farmers see
good or great opportunity
innovate in the area of
farm output.
The Gilmore family of Tattykeel has been setting
standards in the sheep industry for decades.
The operation was at the forefront of developing
the Poll Dorset breed, perhaps one of the most
popular breeds in Australia today, and in recent years
they have also been developing a new breed called
the Australian White.
The Tattykeel story started in Ireland, where the family
owned its original farm of the same name. When Alf
Gilmore, Graham and Martin’s grandfather, made
the move to Black Springs in New South Wales,
he brought the property name and the passion for
genetics development with him.
The current Tattykeel is a nearly one and a half
thousand hectares operation of mostly interconnected
properties. From the start, the Gilmores were using
the best available genetics and they quickly earned
a reputation for quality stock.
The Australian White was created through the
crossing of four breeds to provide a perfect mix of
characteristics for a non-woolly meat sheep.
Now, the Gilmores select the best from each
generation to keep refining the breed. Graham says
resisting the urge to keep tinkering with the breed
is part of the secret of their success.
“By selecting from within the group we’ve allowed
the breed to stabilise fairly quickly. We’ve made some
mistakes and you do need some luck, but I think you
make your own luck, too,” he says.
Tattykeel sells its lambs and embryos domestically
and internationally. Already they are exporting 500
Australian White embryos into China each year, and
they also sell into South America, England, Canada
and the United States, where producers implant the
embryos into surrogate mothers of different breeds.
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Innovation in action

Queensland:
Pacific Reef
Fisheries
Nick & Kay Mitris
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40% of Queensland farmers
say they will collaborate
to enable innovation.
Pacific Reef Fisheries produce 1,000 tonnes of
premium black tiger prawns every year at their Pacific
Reef Fisheries, nudging the pristine waters
of the Great Barrier Reef.
70-something patriarch Nick, his daughter Maria, and
their team are very mindful of their environmentally
sensitive location and have invested significantly in
ensuring the water they release is clean and pure.
Pacific Reef is working with MBD Energy in
collaboration with James Cook University to develop
world-first water purification technology which is
also creating a new product line: seaweed.
In cleaning ponds, seaweed sucks out the nutrients
that have built up in the water, returning it to its
original quality before it is released or re-used.
The algae grows to five times its initial volume over
the course of five days, so there’s plenty to harvest –
up to 150 tonnes per week.
“There are lots of uses. The Japanese use dried
seaweed as a condiment, there’s potential for use
in health supplements, barramundi farmers use it
as aqua feed and you can feed it to cattle. We’re
focused on getting the system fully operational first
but it’s exciting to have a secondary product we
can market,” Maria says.
One of the big benefits of the system is the data it
provides. “Because the new farm is so big, we have
had to quantify everything to get approval. With the
seaweed ponds we can measure the water quality
at the start and at the finish.”
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Innovation in action

Victoria:
Andrew
Peace
Wines
Malcolm & Pam Peace and
Andrew & Cathryn Peace
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32% of Victorian farmers
see good or great
opportunity to innovate
in the area of marketing.
From a humble beginning in 1996, Andrew Peace
Wines has grown to be one of Australia’s largest
family owned wineries, crushing over 30,000 tonnes
per year.
Until very recently, the focus has been primarily on
the export market and Andrew Peace thinks that
is probably one of the reasons he’s introduced so
many innovative ideas to the business.
“Because we’ve always exported, we’ve never paid
much attention to what’s being done domestically,”
he says. “There are things we’ve tried where people
might have said ‘that can’t be done’, but if you don’t
know any different sometimes you actually get there.”
All of Andrew Peace Wines land is irrigated,
including 500 ha subsurface irrigation, which is fairly
uncommon in the area. Other innovations have
centered around marketing the product. Andrew
Peace Wines is one of less than a dozen Australian
brands to sell more than one million cases of
own-branded product.
The business has recently acquired a 25% stake in an
online wine sales portal which will see the company
focus more strongly on the domestic market.
“This time last year we were 95% export but when
you get to a certain size you need to mix it up a bit.
It’s very difficult to get your product into the major
chains so this investment is our way of getting into
domestic sales.”
Andrew says his secret to success is to be tenacious.
“If I’d said at the start that one day we’d be crushing
35,000 tonnes, people would have said we
were crazy.”
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Innovation in action

Tasmania:
Dornauf
Dairies
Ian & Jenny Dornauf and
Chris & Lyn Dornauf
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37% of Tasmanian
farmers see good or great
opportunity to innovate
in the area of production
processes.
At a farm near Launceston, placid cows make their
way from the fields into the dairy. Outside, other cows
are grazing, preferring not to be milked just now,
which is okay, because at Australia’s first robotic
rotary dairy, the cows can choose.
The robotic dairy is owned by Ian and Jenny Dornauf
in partnership with their son Chris and his wife Lyn.
Chris and Lyn’s son Nick and his partner Rebekah
manage the robotic dairy.
The business includes four properties with a total of
1,800 cows and produces 13 million litres of milk,
which goes mostly into the domestic market.
It was a big investment and a big risk, but the benefits
are numerous. In traditional dairies, all the cows are
brought into the dairy to be milked on a schedule,
but in the robotic dairy, they can come in when
they’re ready. Electronic tags keep track of which
cows have been milked and when, and how much
they’ve produced. Inside the dairy, the cows are
milked automatically, and as they leave a series
of smart gates can direct them where they need
to go – for instance, any cows requiring veterinary
care can be diverted to the farm’s hospital pen.
It hasn’t been easy, though. Nick says credit for
making the robotic dairy work belongs to the whole
family. “It would have failed if we didn’t have the
support of the family. We could only work hard
because they did. We were so focused on the
robotic dairy that they had to manage the rest
of the business.”
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Innovation in action

South
Australia:
Pasture
Genetics
Rob & Ann Damin
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33% of South Australian
farmers say they will work
with advisers or specialists
to enable innovation.
Opposite a picturesque almond grove, just 30
minutes from Adelaide, is Rob and Ann Damin’s
pasture research facility, which employs some of the
world’s leading seed treatment technology to create
pasture seed that is in demand all over the globe.
The business includes a production division for
purchasing of seed direct from farmers, state-ofthe-art R&D, sophisticated logistics and warehouse
management, a highly regarded sales team, an
administration division, and a marketing department
– all focused on ensuring Pasture Genetics is one
of Australia’s most innovative and forward-looking
agribusiness companies.
Rob and Ann have 25 staff and they work with 390
growers across the country to produce 9,000 tonnes
of premium seed per year. Their 24 hectare R&D
facility is world class and they supply their product
in 30 countries.
Some of the biggest learnings for Rob and Ann in the
early days were around developing business acumen
and choosing the right advisers.
“We learned pretty early on that you have to
constantly reinvest if you want to grow, but that can
be scary. It’s like going to the casino – it’s all on the
table,” Rob says.
While those first steps to growth were somewhat
daunting, Ann says it has been worthwhile.
“The most challenging thing we’ve done has been
growing, but controlling our growth. We’ve been
careful, listened to our advisers and we’ve made
good decisions,” she says.
Some of their biggest investments have included their
upgraded warehouse and office facility in Adelaide
and the development of their research centre.
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Innovation in action

Western
Australia:
Glenridge
Park
David & Lyn Slade,
Andrew & Nicole Slade
and Vanessa & Scott Hillman
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45% of Western Australian
farmers see good or great
opportunity to innovate in
the area of farm output.
With changing rainfall patterns the Slade family’s
Glenridge Park farming business, near Mount Barker,
has been transformed from principally livestock-based
to mixed farming, with around 50 per cent of the land
area now used for cropping.
Livestock remains an important component of the
farm business, though, with the beef enterprise
based on the Sussex cattle breed, selected for feed
conversion efficiency and carcase conformation.
Their sheep enterprise is also an industry leader in
efficiency and productivity.
In addition to reducing biosecurity risks through
running a closed flock, the Slades achieve lambing
rates around 170% from their self-replacing Greeline
flock, while fast growing and consistent carcase
qualities have led to higher returns.
While machinery is readily available to improve
efficiency for cropping, the livestock industry has
always been a lot more labour intensive.
“If I can’t find a machine that suits me, I’ll build it
myself. I am all about sheep work made easy,”
David says. Feeding 8,000 – 10,000 sheep used to
take most of the day. Now it is a two-hour job using
a special truck which allows David to control feeding
right from the cab. Crutching is also an easier job
using a farm built trailer to achieve rates of around
2,000 sheep per day.
Other machinery to modernise the sheep operation
includes the Prattley Sheep Conveyor, which allows a
four-man team to drench and vaccinate at a rate
of 1,000 sheep per hour. David has also designed
a hydraulic lamb-marking trailer that has lifted
lamb-marking rates from 1,250 to 2,500 per day.
David’s “Slade Easy Fencer” won the new inventors
section at the Newdegate Machinery Field Days in
2015 – and it’s doubled the speed of fencing on
the property.
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Talk to us
Visit commbank.com.au/agriinsights
Call 1300 772 968 or email insights@cba.com.au to access Australian based Agribusiness Banking Specialists.

Things you should know: The report is published solely for information purposes and is not to be construed as advice or recommendations. This report has been prepared without taking
account of the objectives, financial situation and capacity to bear loss, knowledge, experience or needs of any specific person who may receive this report. All recipients, before acting on the
information in this report, should consider the appropriateness and suitability of the information, having regard to their own objectives, financial situation and needs, and, if necessary seek the
appropriate professional or financial advice regarding the content of this report. The Bank believes that the information in this report is correct and any opinions, conclusions or recommendations
are reasonably held or made, based on the information available at the time of its compilation, but no representation or warranty, either expressed or implied, is made or provided as to accuracy,
reliability or completeness of any statement made in this report. Any opinions, conclusions or recommendations set forth in this report are subject to change without notice. The Bank is under
no obligation to, and does not, update or keep current the information contained in this report. Any projections and forecasts contained in this report are based on a number of assumptions and
estimates and are subject to contingencies and uncertainties. Different assumptions and estimates could result in materially different results. This report makes reference to data sourced from
Kynetec, current as at July 2017. The Bank does not accept any liability for any loss or damage arising out of the use of all or any part of this report.
Commonwealth Bank of Australia ABN 48 123 123 124. AFSL and Australian Credit Licence 234945.
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