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Key insights
Understanding Australian farmers’ 
intentions for the coming 12 months 

Australia’s farmers are optimistic and investment-ready, 
with a record number set to boost spending on and off farm.
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There’s never a dull moment in Australian agribusiness, and 
there has certainly been plenty happening since our last Agri 
Insights report was issued six months ago.

We’ve seen a record grain harvest, a severe cyclone and some 
exceptional prices at major livestock sales.

Our latest survey shows that Australian agribusiness is in a 
very positive place, as our Agri Insights Index climbs to a new 
record high. This is underpinned by a slew of record-level 
investment intentions around everything from technology to 
plant and equipment.

Encouragingly, we’re seeing that farmers are also investing in 
people, creating opportunities for family members, taking on 
new staff and making more use of contractors and advisers, 
as operations become more sophisticated and complex.

At the same time, famers are investing outside their farm 
operations as they continue to diversify their businesses and 
their risk profiles.

Livestock producers in particular are demonstrating optimism, 
with investment intentions robust in the beef, wool and lamb 
sectors on the back of sustained high prices in the sheep 
sectors, and continuing demand for beef. 

Dairy, too, is looking positive, marking a significant turnaround 
since last year. Only in grain have we seen a notable decline 
in investment intentions – probably explained at least in part 
by plans among some farmers to move into other commodity 
sectors.

The picture, as always, varies from one state to the next, but I 
am pleased to say investment intentions are in positive territory 
right across the country, and several states have hit records of 
their own.

I hope you find the data and insights in this report valuable. 
Agri Insights is the most robust survey of Australian farmer 
intentions in the market. Our goal with this research is to 
validate what we know about the Australian agri sector and 
provide farmers and others in the agribusiness supply chain 
with credible data to support their business decisions.

Regional and agribusinesses are truly the lifeblood of regional 
Australia and our team at Commonwealth Bank is privileged  
to support them for over 100 years.

If you would like to know more about the report or the ways  
in which CommBank supports agribusiness, please speak  
with one of our agribusiness specialists.

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

About CommBank Agri Insights
Agri Insights canvasses 1,600 Australian farmers about their intentions for their farm enterprise over the coming 12 months. 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. The Agri Insights Index is a relative number that indicates whether investment intentions overall are positive or negative. It can be used 
to track the direction and degree of change in investment intentions but cannot be used to extrapolate specific information about the level of investment. The index is designed to simply 
illustrate the findings of the survey and allow for tracking of intentions over time.

How the index is calculated:

• The net change for each variable in the survey is calculated 
by subtracting % decrease from % increase. 

• Individual indices (physical index, financial index and 
people index) are calculated by averaging the net change 
for all variables within each category. 

• The overall index is the average of all three indices.
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Commodities overview
Tobin Gorey, Director for Agri Commodities Strategy
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Beef
Producer sentiment in the beef industry remains firmly 

positive. The herd rebuilding process is underway, 
but still several years away from completion. A hot 

and very dry summer, particularly in Queensland, was 
improved by meaningful rainfall in March. Producers 
in areas with decent pasture growth will be feeling 
somewhat more confident about carrying cattle 

through the winter months.

Cotton
Cotton intentions, while still positive, have declined 

significantly since the previous survey. Australia 
planted a very large crop in season 2016-17. Cotton 
may have simply been nearing a “saturation point” in 

terms of capacity, for now anyway. 

Sugar Cane
Australian canegrowers indicated plans to expand 

their operations in the season ahead but recent 
events might change that. Cyclone Debbie damaged 

or destroyed a significant amount of cane. Some cane 
growers are now more likely to focus on repairs 
rather than expansion. Canegrowers broadly are 

also likely to be discouraged by a sharp 
fall over (over 20 per cent) in prices.  

Lamb
Australian prime lamb producers remain focused 

on rebuilding their flocks. Victoria in particular looks 
set to ramp up production in the season ahead. 

Producers are responding to very strong price signals 
as tight supply has persisted for far longer than 

markets’ anticipated.

Dairy
Dairy farmers have had a tough few years, but, with 

the worst of the dairy downturn in the rear view 
mirror, sentiment is turning cautiously optimistic. Milk 
production is on track to fall around 7 per cent this 

season, which should precipitate a rise in milk prices 
in season 2017. Farmers are, sensibly, planning 

only modest expansion.  

Summer Grain
Croppers have indicated they are likely to decrease 
production in the season ahead. Sorghum growers 
have had a tough season after a poor finish for the 

2016 crop.  The reduced supplies though have seen 
sorghum prices bounce off the lows during the last 
couple of months. If prices continue to strengthen, 

we may see sentiment start to improve.

Wool
Wool prices have had a stellar season, with the 

Eastern Market Indicator hitting an all-time record 
in late-March. Many wool growers now have much 

stronger intentions to expand their operations. 
A continued global wool deficit and a weak Australian 
dollar are expected to underwrite strong local prices 

in the season ahead.

Horticulture
The horticulture industry intends to expand in 

response to strong export demand and buoyant 
prices. Intentions in Queensland may have been 
tempered since because Cyclone Debbie caused 

significant damage to fruit and vegetable crops. Many 
Queensland growers are likely to be focused instead 
on repair and restoration.  Others, anticipating strong 
prices from the shortfall in supply, may even up their 

expansionary intentions.

Winter Grain
Many winter grain croppers intend to scale back their 
operations (in New South Wales and South Australia 

in particular). Australia is coming off a record 
winter grain harvest and global grain markets 
also remains comfortably supplied. Prices are 
consequently down near multi-year lows so  

growers have little incentive to expand. 
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National analysis
Investment plans strong across the board 

Farmers are ready to invest more in their farms, 
their people and themselves.
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What farmers 
plan for the 
coming year
Australia’s farmers are world leaders, with production 
techniques and quality produce that are the envy of 
many across the globe.

To maintain their edge and secure their business 
sustainability, our farmers are constantly assessing 
their investment plans. For most of them, a single good 
season presents an opportunity to reduce debt and 
upgrade farm essentials; things like fencing to storage. 
A string of good seasons, and a positive outlook, leads 
to broader investment, in areas like new technology, new 
staff and more land, as well as enabling more off farm 
investment.

When we analysed farmers’ investment intentions for the 
coming year, we found a general inclination to increase 
investment. In particular, intentions around the financial 
elements of running a farm operation were considerably 
stronger than in our last survey, with our financial index 
growing 4.1 points since last wave, and up 4.9 points  
on this time last year.

The physical index was also very strong, gaining 1.3 
points on the corresponding period last year. This result 
was underpinned by improvements in Victoria, Western 
Australia and Tasmania, in particular. 

The people index is a smaller contributor to the overall 
national index, but still recorded positive change, 
up 2.1 points.
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 May - 17  Oct - 16  May - 16

Change +2.1

6.3

6.3

8.4

People

No change

11.1

12.4

12.4

Physical

Change +4.1

11.1

11.8

15.9

Financial
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Physical 
investment 
intentions
Investment intentions around infrastructure and plant 
and equipment are generally steady, remaining in 
soundly positive territory. Land acquisition intentions 
are also solid, reaching a series high with 6 per cent of 
farmers looking to increase their area of land.

The survey found a record 15 per cent of beef producers 
plan to expand their enterprise in the coming year, up 
from 12 per cent this time last year. At the same time, 
a record 18 per cent of wool producers say they’ll 
expand their enterprise. This is up 20 per cent on this 
time last year, when overall intentions in the sector 
were contractionary, while a record 18 per cent of lamb 
producers plan to expand their enterprise, twice as 
many as at the same time last year (9 per cent).

 May - 17  Oct - 16  May - 16

32%

4%

23%

36%

5%

25%

35%

6%

25%

Plant and 
equipment

Area of 
land

Fixed 
infrastructure
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Physical 
investment 
intentions
Dairy intentions have rebounded strongly, with 
12 per cent of dairy farmers saying they’ll expand 
their enterprise, compared with just one per cent 
six months ago.

While livestock intentions are strong, they are 
somewhat offset by intentions in the cropping sector, 
with summer and winter grain producers forecasting 
an overall lower level of production.
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“  Our survey shows that record 
numbers of beef, wool and lamb 
producers intend to expand 
operations this year, while dairy 
intentions have recovered strongly 
in the past six months.” 
 

   Grant Cairns 
   Executive General Manager 
   Regional and Agribusiness Banking 
   Commonwealth Bank of Australia
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Financial 
investment 
intentions
Technology and innovation continue to be a key 
investment focus for Australian farmers, who recognise 
that technological advancement is a key ingredient in 
both sustainability and competitiveness. A record 
29 per cent of farmers say they will boost tech and 
innovation investment, up nine percentage points since 
the last survey.

A record 18 per cent of farmers also say they will 
increase off farm investment, up from 11 per cent this 
time last year. 

At the same time, the proportion of farmers seeking 
employment outside their farming operation has fallen.

22%

0%

11%

20%

2%

13%

29%

1%

18%

Off farm 
employment

Off farm 
investments

Investment 
in farm 

technology/
innovation
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“  Our survey points to a very 
optimistic Australian agri sector.” 
 

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

 May - 17  Oct - 16  May - 16
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People 
investment 
intentions
As investment and land, technology and infrastructure 
goes up, production volumes tend to rise and farmers 
find themselves with more work that needs to get done.

Australian farmers are looking to realise the opportunities 
of a strong market by hiring more staff, getting their 
families involved, and using contractors and advisers. 
They’re also planning to maintain their own level of 
involvement in their businesses – this is the first time in 
the history of Agri Insights that farmers have indicated 
an intention not to reduce their own involvement in their 
businesses.

A record 10 per cent of farmers say they’ll increase 
family involvement in their business compared with 
8 per cent this time last year, while a record 7 per cent 
say they will increase their use of consultants and 
advisers, compared with 5 per cent this time last year.

A near-record 10 per cent of farmers say they will 
increase their use of contractors (record 11 per cent in 
wave 4).

A record 9 per cent of farmers say they will increase 
employee numbers, nearly double the 5 per cent who 
said they would at the same time last year.

 May - 17  Oct - 16  May - 16
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Farmers, family and employees

Education and outside resources
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State by state analysis
Differing priorities for different regions 

Agri investment intentions are strong right across the country, 
but some states are powering ahead.
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New South Wales
Index 10.7

Off the back of a record season, New South Wales 
farmers are more likely than ever to be investing off 
farm, spreading their risk as they face drier conditions 
ahead. 

The NSW Agri Insights Index has declined slightly over 
the past year but remains sound. The index currently 
sits at 10.7 points, which is down 1.3 points year on 
year and 0.7 points since our last survey, but it is still 
solidly positive and less than two points behind the 
national average.

Queensland
Index 12.5

Regional variations continue to be evident in 
Queensland, with significant differences in on and off 
farm investment intentions from one part of the state 
to the next. For example, across the state 29 per cent 
intend to invest more in tech and innovation, with the 
proportion rising to 36 per cent in the south of the state.

The Queensland Agri Insights Index continues to 
strengthen, reaching a new record high of 12.5, slightly 
ahead of the national index.

Victoria
Index 11.9

Victoria farmers have much stronger investment 
intentions than at the same time last year, particularly 
in terms of technology, off farm investment and staffing 
investment. 31 per cent of Victorian farmers say they will 
increase investment in technology in the coming year, 
up a remarkable 20 percentage points from six months 
ago and up 14 percentage points from this time last 
year. 

The Victorian Agri Insights Index is 11.9, the highest 
since Agri Insights was launched. It has gained 4.3 
points year or year and 5.4 points since the last survey 
to put it just behind the national index of 12.3.
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South Australia
Index 14.4

On the back of a record harvest, South Australian 
farmers are the most eager in the country to increase 
landholdings and are also looking to increase 
investment in infrastructure and technology. They’re also 
looking to hire more staff, more contractors and more 
consultants as well as increasing their own involvement 
in their operations. 

The latest Commonwealth Bank Agri Insights Index for 
South Australia is 14.4, up 2.8 points on the same time 
last year.

Tasmania
Index 15.8

Tasmanian farmers are creating more opportunities for 
family members to get involved with their businesses, 
with a record number saying they will increase 
family involvement over the coming year.  
18 per cent of Tasmanian farmers say they will increase 
the involvement of family members in operating their 
farms, more than in any other state.

The latest Commonwealth Bank Agri Insights Index for 
Tasmania is 15.8, a record for the state. The index has 
grown three points since last the last survey and 1.9 
points year on year to hit its highest level to date, well 
ahead of the national index.

Western Australia
Index 14.4

Western Australian farmers are less likely to invest off 
farm, but much more likely to invest in infrastructure 
and people, as the state’s Agri Insights Index shows 
strong growth year on year. A record 13 per cent of 
Western Australia farmers say they will hire more staff, 
almost tripling the number who said they would do 
this a year ago, while 39 per cent (more than in any 
other state) say they will increase fixed infrastructure 
investment.

The index has grown 5.7 points since last year to hit 
14.4 points, its highest level to date, ahead of the 
national index of 12.3.

CommBank Agri Insights
May 2017
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Physical investment intentions

39%
of Western 

Australia and 
New South Wales
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Your area of land

Land acquisition intentions are at record levels 
nationally, with a buoyant South Australia and an 
optimistic Queensland leading the way. 

National

TAS

SA

VIC

WA

QLD

NSW

6%
2%

7%
10%

8%
5%

4%

Plant and equipment

Plant and equipment investment intentions remain 
strong across the board, including in Queensland 
where the proportion of farmers planning to boost 
investment is at its highest level since Agri Insights 
was launched.

National

TAS

SA

VIC

WA

QLD

NSW

25%
24%

28%

28%
27%

18%
28%

Fixed infrastructure

Generally strong intentions to increase 
infrastructure investment have driven a solid 
national result, with most states indicating nearly 
40 per cent of farmers plan to increase spending 
in this area.

National

TAS

SA

VIC

WA

QLD

NSW

35%
29%

39%
37%
37%

26%
39%

farmers plan to increase 
investment in fixed infrastructure

17



Financial investment intentions

31%
of South Australia 

and Victorian 
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Investment in farm 
technology/innovation
The proportion of Victorian farmers who say 
they will increase investment in technology in 
the coming year is up a remarkable 20 percentage 
points from six months ago. Only in 
South Australia is the proportion as high. 
Queensland, at 29 per cent, has set a new state 
record for this measure. 

National

TAS

SA

VIC

WA

QLD

NSW

29%
29%

26%
31%

29%
31%

27%

Off farm investments

New records for off farm investment intentions 
have been set in both Queensland and Victoria, 
helping propel the national result to a new record 
as well.

National

TAS

SA

VIC

WA

QLD

NSW

18%
11%

14%

17%
14%

18%
21%

Off farm employment

Victorian farmers are more likely to be planning to 
reduce off farm employment than increasing it. 
Six months ago,  3 per cent said they would 
look to increase off farm employment but the net 
change figure is now minus one.

National

TAS

SA

VIC

WA

QLD

NSW

1%
5%

2%
3%

2%
-1%

1%

farmers plan to increase investment 
in technology and innovation
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People investment intentions: 
Farmers, family and employees

18%
of Tasmanian 
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farmers plan to increase the 
involvement of family members in 

their farm operation

Your involvement in the 
farm business
While Victorian farmers are the most 
likely to reduce their involvement in 
running their farms, those in 
South Australia are the most likely to 
be spending more time in the business, 
marking a new record on this measure 
for the state.

National

TAS

SA

VIC

WA

QLD

NSW

0%
2%

-2%
6%

4%
-4%

-1%

Other family involvement in 
the farm business
In the positive and consistent Tasmanian 
agribusiness sector, farmers are most likely to be 
developing opportunities for family members to 
step up their involvement in the farm.

National

TAS

SA

VIC

WA

QLD

NSW

10%
18%

12%

12%
8%

8%
9%

Number of employees

Western Australian, Victorian and New South 
Wales farmer intentions around employees have 
all hit state record levels as strong seasons lead to 
expanded opportunities.

National

TAS

SA

VIC

WA

QLD

NSW

9%
10%

13%
6%

10%
7%

9%
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People investment intentions: 
Education and outside resources

17%
of Queensland 
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farmers plan to increase 
investment in education 

and training

Use of outside 
consultants/advisers
South Australian farmers are almost twice as likely 
as the national average to be planning increased 
use of contractors and adviser in the year ahead.

National

TAS

SA

VIC

WA

QLD

NSW

7%
7%

8%
11%

8%
5%

7%

Use of contractors

Employing contractors to complete specialist 
jobs continues to be a tactic widely employed in 
Australian agribusiness, with a record number of 
New South Wales farmers expecting to use more 
contractors this year.

National

TAS

SA

VIC

WA

QLD

NSW

10%
8%
8%

10%
12%

8%
14%

Education/training

Education and training is an investment priority 
across the country, with South Australian farmers 
the most likely to increase investment in this area.

National

TAS

SA

VIC

WA

QLD

NSW

15%
11%

16%
19%

17%
10%

16%

20



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 around the clock.

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 May 2017. All analysis and views of future market conditions are solely those of Commonwealth Bank. 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.


