
Changing 
perCeptions

Although demAnd for food And fibre is forever increAsing, 
AustrAliA’s Agriculture sector is in dire need of workers. 

Mitch Brook investigAtes.
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Agriculture can be traced back to 
prehistoric times, when our ancestors emerged 
from their caves and started to tame the wild 
plants that would eventually become staples  
of the human diet for millennia to come.

Obviously, agriculture has changed since the 
early days, with practices, modern plant species 
and technology all bringing something new to the 
way we cultivate our food and fibre.

The idyllic image of the Australian farmer 
standing in a field of wheat, perhaps with a kelpie 
and a tractor, has changed in recent years. It has 
been tarnished by natural disasters, harsh weather 
conditions and media reports that thrive on the 
negative; stories of suffering and hardship. For 
those involved in agriculture, a lot of effort is going 
into remaking this image into something that more 
closely represents the reality of Australia’s farmers.

“In Australia we have one of the most advanced 
agriculture industries in the world,” says Professor 
Iain Young, head of the School of Environmental 
& Rural Science at the University of New England 
(UNE) and president of the Australian Council of 
Deans of Agriculture (ACDA). “We have a superb 
industry from farm to fork … and the level of 
science and technology out there is superb, too.”

The science and technology involved in working 
a farm now stretches to include a vast range of 
vocations and people, all working to get more 
food out of the work that’s done on the land. As 
the world population continues to increase and 
Australia’s agriculture workforce continues to age, 
the requirements placed on our primary producers 
will also continue to increase.

The Food and Agriculture Organization of  
the United Nations predicts the global population 
will grow by 2.3 billion people by 2050, but an 
estimate by ACDA, the peak body for tertiary 
agriculture studies, says that while more than 
4,000 agriculture-related jobs are posted yearly, 
Australian universities are only able to supply 
about 20 per cent of the graduates required.

Professor Young lists some of the specialised 
fields that the agriculture sector needs to 
populate: “Animal genetics, plant genetics, 
biosecurity, pests and diseases, agronomy, 
investment, biochemistry, biophysics … There is 
not a scientific discipline available that should not 
be represented in agriculture.

“While farmers are incredibly important, the 
majority of agriculture jobs out there are not on  
the farm. They’re actually in the banks, looking at  

“as the world population continues to increase ... 
the requirements placed on our primary producers 
will also continue to increase.”

forefront



Left: Australian 
school students 
preparing their 
Archibull Prize 
entries after 
researching a given 
agriculture topic.  

a range of issues in terms of investments, stocks and 
commodities, and they’re in the research labs, looking 
for the next big thing that will take agriculture to a point 
where it can feed 50 per cent more people by 2050.”

It seems to go against common sense: As our global 
food and fibre requirements rapidly increase, Australia 
will have trouble supplying enough graduates to fill 
agriculture jobs in our country. Many professionals in 
this field point to the tarnished image of agriculture 
careers in contemporary Australia as the reason why 
students are hesitant to move into these fields, and 
they are working to spread the good word.

Lynne Strong, for example, runs an organisation 
called Art4Agriculture, which aims to give young 
Australians a positive perspective on careers in 
agriculture, to show them that such careers can be 

promising and rewarding. And she agrees that not 
all agriculture career paths are farm-based.  

Her organisation is working to instil innate 
awareness of the diversity of exciting 
agriculture career paths in our society.

“We have this big-picture vision for 
agriculture in our country,” says Strong. 
“We want a dynamic, innovative, exciting 

and profitable agrifood sector that the next 
generation sees as the place they want to be.”
Art4Agriculture is taking the direct route  

to improve public perception of agriculture careers 
by getting into schools and engaging young people in 
discussions about farming and agriculture. It does this 
via two programs. The Archibull Prize invites schools 
to participate in the decoration of a life-size fibreglass 
bull. The decoration must be done after research into 
a given topic (usually an area of agriculture, such as 
the cotton industry) and must demonstrate the value 
of this sector to Australian society and the challenges 
it faces. The second initiative is the Young Farming 
Champions program, whereby young professional 
farmers are brought into schools to give a firsthand 
account of what it’s like to work in the industry.

“We’ve selected exciting young farmers to be the 
faces of our program,” says Strong. They give their 
personal accounts of what it’s like to work in 
agriculture with modern facilities and technology. 
Strong says the feedback from students and teachers 
indicates the students are able to connect with these 
young farmers in a way that might not be achieved  
with books and other resources. 

 

Fast Fact
Of the 134,000 farm 

businesses in Australia, 
99% are family owned and 
operated. On average, each 
Australian farmer produces 

enough food for 600 
people: 150 in Australia; 

450 overseas.
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Right: Young 
Farming 
Champions from 
across Australia 
at the Archibull 
ceremony.

“These Young Farming Champions aren’t just 
showcasing themselves, they’re also showcasing rural 
and regional Australia and they’re putting a real  
face to our food and fibre industries,” says Strong.  
“What they’re doing is showing that exciting young 
people farm, and that there are exciting, innovative  
and diverse career pathways in the agrifood sector.” 

“Other sectors are largely able to promote 
themselves. If you take the mining industry, for 
example, it’s able to promote its sector largely through 
big corporates being able to buy media space,”  
says Brett de Hayr, National Landcare Facilitator.  
“It’s been very effective in doing that, and that’s what  
it should be doing.”

Landcare works across regional Australia through 
thousands of locally based community groups that  
care for Australia’s natural resources.

What’s been difficult for the agriculture sector 
when it comes to self-promotion, says de Hayr, is 
farming and agribusiness have long been more about 
smaller enterprises and family businesses that have 
been unable to promote their sector as well as other 
industries. This is changing with the advent and 
proliferation of personal communications technologies 
such as social media.

“Social media, I think, has given people the avenue 
to, in essence, tell their own story and to partner with 
mainstream media as well, so it’s given that extra depth 
and clarity that’s not been there before,” says de Hayr. 
“Agriculture has sort of been out of sight, out of mind, 
in a lot of cases,” he adds, “but it has become a lot more 
proactive at telling its own story in recent years.”

Professor Young agrees, saying, “I think that’s really 
helped us over the past four years to build agriculture 
up … Speaking of my own university [UNE], we 
spend a large sum of money and time going out into 
a wide variety of primary and secondary schools 
spreading the good news about agriculture.”

The goal of these people acting on behalf of the 
industry isn’t to convince every high school leaver to 
apply for an agriculture degree. They’re simply looking 
to boost favour for one of our vital industries that is 
suffering from a damaged public image.

“Realistically we only need somewhere between 
eight and 10 per cent of the population engaged in the 
agrifood sector,” says Strong. “What we want is the 
other 90 per cent of people coming out of schools as 
ambassadors for agriculture.” 

“they’re ... showing that exciting young people 
farm, and that there are exciting, innovative and 
diverse career pathways in the agrifood sector.”
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