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Introduction to Agri Insights

Welcome to the latest Commonwealth Bank  
Agri Insights report.

This is our fourth Agri Insights report and the results 
continue to be strong, signalling likely growth in many 
areas of farm operation. The Agri Insights Index, which 
tracks farmer intentions over time, remains positive year 
on year.

Our research is the most robust of its type, offering an 
independent and unique view and giving farmers and 
other members of the supply chain a broader view of  
the sector, providing current insights and up to date 
industry data.

We make it our mission to understand the challenges our 
customers face – and the opportunities. Our Agri Insights 
survey canvasses 1,600 Australian farmers about their 
investment intentions for the coming 12 months across  
14 areas of farm operations, and allows us to track the 
results in the biannual Agri Insights Index.

Commonwealth Bank has been supporting regional 
communities and the agribusiness sector for more than 
100 years, and we are committed to continuing this 
support to keep our agribusiness industry moving forward.

Agribusinesses are the heart and soul of the Australian 
economy, and at Commonwealth Bank, we’re passionate 
about supporting them.

I hope the results within this report serve you well, and 
provide you with some valuable insights to apply in your 
own business.

Sincerely,

Geoff Wearne 
Executive General Manager 
Regional and Agribusiness Banking 
Commonwealth Bank
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Executive summary

The Agri Insights Index remains in positive 
territory and currently sits at 9.9 points,  
0.4 points down on six months ago but up 
up 1.4 points year on year.

The strong index is underpinned by positive producer 
intentions across the physical and people aspects of 
their farm operations. Fixed infrastructure, plant and 
equipment and technology are the areas in which 
farmers are most likely to be planning increased 
investment in the coming year.

In this wave of research, farmers are indicating their 
strongest investment intentions to date in a number of 
areas, including plans to increase land holdings, plant 
and equipment investment and use of contractors.

Across the commodities, beef producers continue 
to have positive investment intentions and cotton 
intentions have moved into positive territory for the 
first time since the launch of the Agri Insights survey 
18 months ago.

In the latest survey, farmers were asked additional 
questions about their labour requirements. The results 

show that farmers continue to need labour even as 
technology impacts on the way farms are operated. 

At the same time, the survey shows farmers are 
particularly looking for skilled staff, especially those 
with specialist livestock and machinery skills.



   

Agri
Insights.
A National Analysis
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What farmers plan for the coming year

The research explores 14 areas of managing an agribusiness, across the physical aspects (including 
production scale and land size), financial investment intentions, and people aspects (regarding people 
working in and for the farm business). The results are used to develop People, Financial and Physical 
indices as well as an overall Agri Insights index.

Index
12.2Financial

Index
10Physical

Index
7.5People

Change -3.4

Change +0.1

Change +1.9
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Physical investment intentions. 
Land and infrastructure: national

Physical investment intentions are strong on almost every measure with results showing 
Australian farmers are more likely than at any time in the past 18 months to be looking 
for additional land or investing more in plant and equipment.

Q. Where do farmers intend to focus their investment for their land, equipment and farm infrastructure 
for the next 12 months?

Fixed infrastructure
(sheds, fences, dams, etc.)

 

Plant and equipment Area of land

33% 20% 6% 

April 2015
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April 2015

 
Horticulture Winter

grain
Sugar
cane

Prime
lamb

Dairy Wool Summer
Grain

Beef Cotton

8% 5% 8% 11% 14% 2%

-6%

13% 6%

Physical investment intentions.
Commodities: national

Beef continues to look quite strong, with other commodities still looking positive for the 
next 12 months. Investment intentions among cotton producers have moved into positive 
territory for the first time since the introduction of the survey.

Q. What proportion of farmers intend to increase or decrease production over the next 12 months?
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Physical investment intentions.
Commodities overview.

By Tobin Gorey, CommBank Director for Agri Commodities Strategy 
Australia, well-placed to participate in the dining boom, is seeing many areas of agriculture 
investing to take advantage of that position. The lower Australian dollar, and the associated boost to 
competitiveness, will allow greater participation in the boom. Farmers’ investment is not just about 
more of the same either – many are looking to innovate and incorporate new technology.

Winter Crops
Winter crop farmers are planning to modestly expand their capacity as prices remain on the high side and the 
lower Australian dollar has largely offset falls in global prices. Strong demand across the quality spectrum is also 
supporting prices.

Beef
Beef cattle producers, one of the biggest beneficiaries of the dining boom, show strong intentions to expand, with 
high domestic prices for beef helping pay for herd rebuilding. The Australian dollar is critical for this group and the 
survey results suggest the industry is responding to a lower Australian dollar.

Lamb
Lamb grazing has a more subdued profile than beef production, but better seasonal conditions in some parts of 
Australia are expected to support larger flocks in the year or so ahead, with strong prices providing incentives, too. 
Continued strong demand is expected in both local and export markets.

Cotton
Southern NSW’s growing importance in Australian cotton production provides for potential expansion, while 
traditional cotton crop areas in the south of Queensland and north of NSW continue to deal with modest water 
allocations and a potentially dry El Niño spring.
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Physical investment intentions.
Commodities overview.

Summer Grain
Summer grain prospects continue to be stagnant despite high sorghum prices. Like cotton, traditional summer 
grain regions are facing dual headwinds from limited water allocations and the threat that a strong spring El Niño 
might curtail summer rainfall.

Wool
Demand for wool is not expanding much because incomes are growing very slowly in the advanced economies 
where finer micron wool is ultimately consumed. An ongoing reduction in production means that supply is coming 
more into balance with demand and supports modest optimism about prices remaining higher.  

Horticulture
Horticulture shows signs of expanding to meet the desires of newly wealthy consumers overseas to enjoy the fruits 
of their labours. And here too, the lower Australian dollar is beginning to have an impact on several sectors.

Sugar
Agri Insights largely suggests stability for Australia’s sugar industry. Sugar prices, even after allowing for the 
offsetting fall in the Australian dollar, fell to their lowest level since 2008 during August, so canegrowers are following 
a clear signal that expansion, for now, is not required.

Dairy
Global dairy prices have been volatile over the past year, though recent trading has seen prices recover around half 
of those losses. Domestic dairy prices have fallen by much less and are likely to remain at profitable levels for most 
producers. As such, the dairy industry’s mood remains buoyant and is focused on expanding to meet long-term 
demand for Australian dairy produce.
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Financial investment intentions. 
Investments: national

Farm technology and innovation remains a key investment focus with intentions virtually 
unchanged from last wave.

Q. Where do farmers intend to focus their investment for financial aspects of their operations over the 
next 12 months?

Farm technology & innovation

 

Off farm investment Off farm employment

20% 13% 3% 

April 2015
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People intentions. 
Farmers, family and employees: national

Q. What are farmers’ intentions for the people aspects of their operations over the next 12 months?

Farmers are looking inside and outside their families to meet their staffing needs, with 
positive intentions around additional employees and increasing family involvement in 
their businesses.

Other family involvement Number of employees Your involvement

9% 5% 

-2% 

April 2015
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People intentions. 
Farmers and outside resources: national

Q. What are farmers’ intentions for the people aspects of their operations over the next 12 months?

More farmers than in any previous survey plan to increase their use of contractors over 
the coming 12 months. Education and training remains a high priority for farmers.

Education / training Use of contractors Use of consultants

16% 11% 6% 

April 2015
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Topical insights. 
Farm labour and technology: national

Q. Which statements best describe the impact of finding labour within your farm business.

More than half of Australian farmers say they need just as much labour on their farm as 
they ever did, even as technology is changing the way farms operate. 

The recent decline in mining has freed more farm labour for my business

The recent decline in mining has not improved the
availability of farm labour for my business

Not applicable for my business

I can always find labour for my farm when I need it

It’s hard to find labour for my farm these days

Not applicable for my business

Despite the growth in technology, I need just as much labour on my farm

The growth in technology means I have less need for labour on my farm

Not applicable for my business

11%

18%

70%

50%

36%

14%

55%

32%

13%
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Topical insights. 
Farm labour and technology: national

Q. Which particular set of skills would you like to see more of in the agricultural workplace?

Employees with specialised skills are highly sought by farmers. Those with animal 
husbandry and machinery operation experience are in highest demand. 

Livestock handling 21%

Machinery operation 16%

Machinery maintenance 14%

IT 10%

Practical experience 9%

Shearers 9%

Agronomists 7%

Fencing 7%
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Topical insights. 
Farm labour and technology: national

Q. What are some of the newer labour saving technologies you see being adopted by farms in 
the future?

A significant number of farmers expect driverless tractors will be on farms in the 
near future, with drones and remote monitoring among other expected advances.

Bigger and better machinery 16%

Robotic tractors 15%

Drones e.g. for mustering/inspections 13%

Remote monitoring of water 13%

GPS - Auto steer 13%



   

Agri
Insights.
A State by State Analysis
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State overview

New South Wales 
The New South Wales Agri Insights Index has softened slightly over the past six months but is up 2.4 points 
since this time last year, driven largely by strong investment intentions around the physical and financial aspects 
of farm operation.

NSW farmers are equal-most-likely to increase investment in technology. This time last year, NSW farmers were 
the least likely to increase investment in technology. On the employment front, NSW farmers are looking for staff 
with livestock management and machinery maintenance skills.

South Australia
South Australia’s Agri Insights Index has increased slightly since six months ago, sitting at 11.9, reflecting market 
stability and optimism.

Farmers in the state are expecting big changes in the future for farming technology, with a quarter expecting to 
see robotic tractors on farms in the future, above the national average of 15%. They are also among the most 
likely to be planning an increase in technology investment, with a focus on GPS mapping and auto steer.

Western Australia
Western Australian farmers’ investment intentions have remained stable over the past six months, with the 
state’s Agri Insights Index at 10.9. 

Western Australian farmers are the most likely to be looking for more employees, and they have particular skills 
in mind, including machinery operation, animal husbandry and machinery maintenance, which will be more 
important as technology becomes more sophisticated. They are also the second most likely to invest in fixed 
infrastructure and plant and equipment.

Index  

9.8  

-0.9

Index  

11.9  

+0.9

Index  

10.9  
No Change
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Index  

10.3  

+0.2

State overview

Queensland
The Queensland Agri Insights Index grew slightly over the past six months and is now up 3.3 points from this 
time last year, signalling optimism and reflecting improved conditions, particularly in the southern part of the 
state. These results are driven largely by strong investment intentions around the physical aspects of farming.

Fixed infrastructure investment is a high priority for Queensland farmers’ operations, with intentions in the state 
sitting above the national average for investment in fencing. Queensland farmers are also especially focused on 
upgrading their sheds and water storage.

Tasmania
Tasmania’s Agri Insights Index is the highest in Australia, 2.4 points above the national average, driven by strong 
intentions across all areas.

Irrigation continues to be a major focus for investment with Tasmanian farmers. 

Tasmanian farmers are also more likely than those in others states to say they’ll increase investment in education 
and training, and are the most likely to say they need as many staff as ever, even with changing technology.

Victoria
Victorian farmers’ investment intentions have grown slightly over the past six months, reflecting a continued 
positive outlook among farmers in the state. 

Victorian farmers are the nation’s most likely to invest in labour for their farm, looking to include not only their 
family members in their operation, but also contractors and consultants. 

Compared to the national average, more Victorian farmers would like animal husbandry and machinery 
operation skills from their staff.

Index  

12.3  

+2.0

Index  

9.5  

+0.6
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National Trend

Area of land

TASWASAQLDVICNSWArea

Plant and equipment

26% 25%22%19%20% 16%

8% 5%7%5%4% 10%

Fixed infrastructure

34% 36%30%30%32% 37%

Physical investment intentions. 
Land and infrastructure: state

Fixed infrastructure continues to be a high priority for investment across all states, with 
Queensland ahead of the national average in terms of land purchase intentions, while 
fixed infrastructure and plant and equipment are especially strong investment priorities 
for Western Australia and Tasmania. 

Q. Where do farmers intend to focus their investment for their land, equipment and farm infrastructure 
for the next 12 months?
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National Trend

21% 20%22%20%22% 16%

Investment in 
farm technology

Off farm investments

Off farm employment

TASWASAQLDVICNSWArea

6% 15%20%12%17% 5%

-1% 4%4%4%3% 1%

Financial investment intentions. 
Investments: state

Technology and innovation investment continues to be a key area of focus for Australian 
farmers. New South Wales is above the national average for investment in farm technology, 
with South Australia leading the nation in off farm investment intentions.

Q. Where do farmers intend to focus their investment for financial aspects of their operations over 
the next 12 months?



21

People intentions. 
Farmers, family and employees: state

Q. What are farmers’ intentions for the people aspects of their operations over the next 12 months?

Tasmanian farmers are among the most likely to say they’ll increase family involvement in 
their operations over the next 12 months, with Western Australian farmers the most likely 
to say they’ll increase their number of employees. 

National Trend

11% 7%8%11%8% 9%

Other family
involvement

Number of employees

Own involvement

TASWASAQLDVICNSWArea

7% 9%4%4%5% 2%

3% 1%2%-4%-4 %%
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National Trend

9%

24% 16%20%12%16% 19%

Education / training

TASWASAQLDVICNSWArea

Use of contractors

8% 5%11%12%12% 10%

Use of consultants

11% 5%9%4% 6%

People intentions. 
Farmers and outside resources: state

Q. What are farmers’ intentions for the people aspects of their operations over the next 12 months?

Intentions suggest Tasmanian farmers are the most likely to increase the use of 
consultants within their farming operations. New South Wales and Victorian farmers are 
the most likely to invest in the use of contractors over the next 12 months.



23

National Trend

62% 57%52%57%51% 59%

Despite the growth 
in technology, I need 
just as much labour 
on my farm

TASWASAQLDVICNSWArea

The growth in 
technology means 
I have less need for 
labour on my farm

24% 29%39%28%37% 28%

Not applicable
for my business 14% 14%8%15%12% 14%

Topical insights. 
Farm labour and technology: state

Q. Which statements best describe the impact of finding labour within your farm business?

The majority of farmers in every state say that despite advances in technology, they 
need as much labour as ever. This is especially the case in Queensland and Tasmania.



24

National Trend

TASWASAQLDVICNSWArea

Machinery operation

11% 23%15%17%12% 18%

Machinery maintenance

9% 16%14%13%14% 14%

22% 19%9%24%21% 27%

Animal husbandry/
livestock handling

Topical insights. 
Farm labour and technology: state

Q. Which particular set of skills would you like to see more of in the agricultural workplace?

Farmers in Queensland and Victoria say animal husbandry is their most sought after 
skill among staff, while machinery operation is key in Western Australia.
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National Trend

13% 26%25%15%13% 7%

Robotic tractors

TASWASAQLDVICNSWArea

Drones e.g. for
mustering/inspections

11% 19%11%8%11% 21%

GPS - Auto steer 13% 15%14%13%12% 11%

Topical insights. 
Farm labour and technology: state

Q. What are some of the newer labour saving technologies you see being adopted by farms in 
the future?

Robotic tractors and drones on farms are the main labour saving technologies farmers 
see being adopted in the future. Western Australian farmers are the most likely to 
expect robotic tractors, closely followed by South Australia.



26

Methodology 

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 GfK, one of the world’s 
largest research organisations. Calls were conducted in July and August 2015.

What does the index mean?

The index is a relative number that indicates whether investment intentions overall are positive or negative. The index is designed to illustrate the 
findings of the survey and allow for tracking of intentions over time.

How the index is calculated:

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

n Individual indices (financial index, physical index and people index) are calculated by averaging the net change for all variables within each 
category. The physical index at a national level includes all enterprise types. At a state level, the physical index includes enterprises relevant to 
that state and excludes enterprises where the populations were very small (e.g. sample <10)

n The overall index is the average of all three indices

By state

By farm size

By age

By gender

23%
NSW

38%
<399ha

4%
25-34

1%
18-24

10%
35-44

32%
55-64

25%
45-54

28%
65 and over

28%
Female

72%
Male

15%
400 - 799ha

22%
800 - 1,999ha

25%
2,000+ha

16%
VIC

15%
QLD

16%
SA

19%
WA

11%
TAS



Talk to us

Contact your Regional and Agribusiness 
Banking Relationship Manager.
Visit commbank.com.au/agribusiness 
Call 1300 772 968
24 hours a day, seven days a week.

Things to know before you Can: 

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 GfK, current as at October 2015. 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.
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