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Summary

Labour is a key input to Australian agriculture, and there is significant interest in understanding
the extent to which labour markets are currently meeting the needs of the Australian farm
sector. This interest has recently been heightened by the COVID-19 pandemic, which has
resulted in a reduction in the availability of farm workers from overseas and placed restrictions
on the movement of Australian farm workers.
ABARES has been surveying farmers about their labour use for several years. Data describing
the use of labour on farms and the profile of farm workers has been collected through surveys of
broadacre, dairy, vegetable, fruit, grape and nut farms. Farms in scope for these surveys account
for 93% of Australia's employing farm businesses.
Results from ABARES labour surveys for 2018–19 are presented in this publication using a data
visualisation product. Users can select from a range of state and industry options to observe
trends in labour use during 2018–19, and the profile of the agricultural labour force in that year.
Monthly data on seasonal labour use at a finer regional scale is displayed through a map.

The effects of COVID-19

The effects of COVID-19 on the Australian agricultural workforce have been most directly felt in
the horticulture sector. A particular concern in the short term is the extent to which labour
markets can adapt to the restrictions associated with COVID-19 and therefore whether
horticulture producers will have access to sufficient workers to harvest crops and conduct other
labour-intensive farm operations. The impact of potential increases in the cost of hired labour on
horticulture farms is also of significant interest.
ABARES latest forecasts for horticulture production and prices are contained in the December
edition of Agricultural Commodities. These forecasts reflect our current understanding of the
agricultural labour market and the responses producers have made to the changed availability of
farm workers during 2020–21, particularly those from overseas. In 2018–19, overseas workers
accounted for more than half of the temporary workforce employed on horticulture farms. An
important source of these workers were people on working holiday maker visas, and
significantly fewer of these people are now currently in Australia.
To provide more insight into the potential effects of COVID-19 on the availability of farm
workers, additional data on horticulture production and use of overseas labour on horticulture
farms has been added to this report. The additional data focusses on the period from November
2018 to March 2019, a period during which many horticulture crops were harvested and
seasonal labour demand increased significantly. The additional data include:
•

change in the number of overseas workers on horticulture farms by region from November
2018 to February 2019 (when labour use peaked nationally)

•

value and share of national horticulture production by region

•

number of people on JobSeeker and Youth Allowance payments in each region as of
September 2020
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•

horticulture crops harvested in each month from November to March in each region, and
their contribution to the national value of that crop during 2015–16

•

value of production for horticulture crops at relatively fine commodity and geographic
scales.

Key findings

Employment on Australian farms is significant and varies throughout the year
Australian farms employed 326,000 workers on average across 2018–19, including full-time,
part-time, casual and contract employees. Total farm employment varied from 356,000 in
February to 311,000 in June 2019, reflecting the timing of relatively labour-intensive operations
such as planting and harvest. Variation in total employment on farms is driven by changes in the
use of casual and contract labour on farms (often known as seasonal workers).
Broadacre farms are the largest employers in Australian agriculture, accounting for an average
of 159,000 workers in 2018–19. Fruit grape and nut farms employed around 104,000 workers,
vegetable farms employed 38,000 workers and dairy farms employed an average of 24,000
workers over the year.

Number of workers by type, all industries, 2018–19

Note: all industries refers to fruit, nut, grape, vegetable, broadacre and dairy farms

Casual and contract labour use exhibits significant seasonality and workers
from overseas are an important source

Nationally, the total number of casual and contract workers employed on farms ranged from a
high of around 149,000 in February 2019 to a low of 104,000 in June 2019. The number of
casual and contract workers on farms increased by one third from September to February.
Of the total casual and contract workforce used on farms, 40% to 50% were from overseas in
2018–19 (in addition to those from New Zealand), including people in Australia on working
holiday maker (WHM) visas and participants in the seasonal worker program. The total number
of these workers ranged from 65,000 in February 2019 to 44,000 in October 2019.
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Some industries rely on seasonal and overseas workers much more than
others
Farms in particular industries use casual and contract labour quite differently throughout the
year. Horticulture farms tend to use relatively large amounts of casual and contract labour at key
times of the year and less in other months, while broadacre and dairy farms tend to use this kind
of labour more consistently over time. Farms with greater variation in casual and contract
labour use tend to rely more heavily on workers from overseas than others.

Casual and contract labour use varies significantly across states

There are significant differences across states in the use of casual and contract labour, and in the
seasonal pattern of labour use, reflecting the areas of particular crop types present and the
timing of relatively labour-intensive processes. Total casual and contract labour use appears to
vary less throughout the year in New South Wales and Queensland than in Victoria, South
Australia and Tasmania.

Number of casual and contract workers on farms in each month, by state, 2018–19

Casual and contract labour use is regionally concentrated

Reliance on casual and contract labour from overseas is highest in regions with high volumes of
horticultural production and a range of seasonal crop types. This includes regions such as southeast Queensland, including the important vegetable producing regions of the Lockyer valley and
Wide Bay as well as tropical fruit and strawberry production on the Sunshine Coast. The
Sunraysia and Shepparton regions in northern Victoria are another with a range of vegetable
crops, wine grapes, almonds, citrus and pome fruit and includes large areas of table grapes — a
crop that requires large numbers of pickers and packers for relatively short periods.

Farms employ a range of worker types, depending on their circumstances and
conditions in the labour market
Farm workers employed in 2018-19 were mainly Australians, particularly in the broadacre and
dairy industries. In the vegetable and fruit and nut industries, around half of all workers
employed at peak were Australians. Most workers on farms in the peak month were employed
through casual and contract arrangements.
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Workers from overseas are an important source of horticultural labour in
peak times
Workers from overseas were a significant source of seasonal labour on horticulture farms
throughout 2018–19 (around 50,000 workers from May to January), and were particularly
important in February (around 63,000 workers), March (59,000 workers) and April (56,000
workers). Employment of Australian seasonal workers (locals and those from other regions) on
horticulture farms ranged from 27,000 workers in October 2018 to 56,000 workers in February
2019.
The availability of relatively large numbers of workers for short periods is important for
performing labour-intensive operations on many horticulture farms. A range of horticulture
crops are harvested once a year, and in some regions harvest of particular crops occurs over a
matter of weeks only. The relatively brief period for which labour-intensive activities occur on
horticulture farms fits relatively well with the availability of workers from overseas in particular
regions, which is often short term.

Demand for overseas workers from overseas shifts southward in late summer
The number of workers from overseas employed on horticulture farms increased significantly
(by 31,000) in southern regions of Australia and declined slightly in northern regions (by 5,000)
from November 2018 to February 2019. These shifts are largely explained by the timing of
harvest for key crops in each region. For example, the peak harvest period for mangoes is
November to December and occurs mainly in the Northern Territory and north Queensland. In
contrast, cherries are mainly harvested from December to February in Tasmania and New South
Wales.

Some regions are more reliant on overseas workers for horticulture than
others

Regions differ significantly in the extent to which overseas workers are used throughout the
year and during key harvest periods. For example, horticulture farms in Wide Bay (southern
Queensland) consistently employ a relatively large number of overseas workers. This reflects
the significant amount of horticulture production that occurs in this region (7% of national total
horticulture value in 2018–19), the relatively wide range of crops produced in this region (and
hence the relatively spread-out period during which key labour-using processes such as harvest
are occurring) and the relatively large number of people from overseas that visit this region for
tourism.
In contrast, while north-west Victoria also accounts for a relatively large share of national
horticulture production value (12% in 2018–19), and is a major employer of overseas workers,
the pattern of overseas labour use is quite different. Farms in this region primarily used workers
from overseas in a relatively limited period from January to March in 2018–19, during the peak
harvest period for crops such as table grapes and fruit. A similar situation applies in other
regions in southern Australia that use a relatively large number of overseas workers for
relatively short periods – such as Bunbury in Western Australia (where around a quarter of
national avocado production occurs) and south east Tasmania (where approximately 30% of the
national cherry crop is produced).
In many regions, the number of people receiving the JobSeeker and Youth Allowance payments
as of September 2020 is greater than the increase in the number of overseas workers employed
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on horticulture farms that occurred from November 2018 to February 2019. In some cases,
these people will be hired for seasonal work on horticulture farms. Horticulture producers have
been adapting to the reduced availability of workers from overseas during 2020 in a number of
ways, including employing more Australians, altering the number of hours worked per week,
and by altering production systems.

Key caveats and assumptions

These are ABARES best estimates of the use of labour on farms and the profile of farm workers,
given the data presently available. The following caveats and assumptions should be noted:
•

For most fruit and nut farms, survey data on the use of casual and contract labour was only
available for the ‘peak’ month, and ABARES has drawn on other data and industry
knowledge to inform a modelling process that was used to construct the estimates for other
months. In contrast, data on monthly labour use for broadacre, dairy and vegetable farms
was collected directly in farm surveys.

•

The data presented here are for 2018–19. The use of labour on farms in particular regions
and industries (and labour use from month to month) varies between years depending on
seasonal and market conditions. As such, the estimates presented here should not be
viewed as forecasts of labour use in 2020–21.

•

In constructing these estimates, ABARES has used ABS data on farm numbers and the areas
of particular agricultural activities present in each state, and ABARES farm survey data on
the use of labour throughout the year.

•

Disaggregating the data into particular industries and states reduces the number of
surveyed farms underpinning the estimates, which increases the degree of uncertainty
associated with these estimates.

•

These estimates of the total number of casual and contract workers used in each month are
not necessarily comparable to estimates of the total number of short term positions
available, since workers can potentially have more than one position within a month.

•

For casual and contract employees, estimates are provided for the number of local workers
(i.e. those that live in the same district as the farm), non-local Australian and New Zealand
workers, and overseas workers. To aid presentation, this disaggregation is not performed
for full and part time workers. Nationally, the vast majority of these workers are local.
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