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Abstract 

Cities around the world have grown rapidly in recent times, with urbanisation occurring on the 

fringe of metropolitan regions and leading to the loss of peri-urban agricultural land and its 

activities. Peri-urban agriculture is the growing of plants and raising of animals around, about 

and beyond cities, as well as related resources, products and services for local consumption.  

 

The aim of this paper is to analyse the most recent data available on peri-urban agricultural 

land use, activity and workforce for Greater Western Sydney (GWS), the rapidly growing 

peri-urban region of Greater Sydney. Agricultural data was retrieved and analysed from four 

datasets from the Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS). The main findings of this paper 

include:  

 

 In 2019, there were 2,416 businesses undertaking agriculture, forestry and fishing in 

GWS. Between 2015 and 2019, the number of agricultural businesses in GWS 

declined by 289 or 10.7%. 
 

 In 2015/16, the estimated total value of agricultural output in GWS was just over $597 

million. The agricultural outputs with the highest value was livestock slaughterings 

($223 million; 37.3% of total agricultural value), vegetables ($139.7 million; 23.4%), 

nurseries and cut flowers ($17.5 million; 19.7%) and eggs ($89.4 million; 15.0%). 

GWS made up almost three quarters of Greater Sydney’s total value of agricultural 

inputs (74.1%).  
 

 Land categorised as “primary production” in GWS made up 10.4% of the region’s 

land use. The total area of land classified as “primary production” in GWS reduced 

from 292,643.9 hectares (ha) in 2011 to 99,519.2 ha in 2016. This is a loss of 

193,124.7 ha (-66.0%) in the region between 2011 and 2016. Most land use 

categories in GWS experienced an increase from 2011 to 2016, with most numerical 

gains in land uses classified as “residential” (+10,961.2 ha), “parkland” (+8,988.6 ha) 

or “other” mixed land uses not easily placed in other land use categories (+172,196.0 

ha).   
 

 In 2016, there were an estimated 5,650 persons who worked in agriculture, forestry 

and fishing across GWS. This represented just 0.7% of workers in the region. Of 

these workers:  
 

o Most were males (58.9%) who were aged 55 years and over (27.4%) and 

lived in the GWS region (90.8%).  

o Only 1.5% of workers identified as Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait Islander. 

o Most workers were employed full time (63.2%) and earned $1,499 or less per 

week (82.6%).  

o Approximately 43.8% of workers were born overseas, with most born in China 

(9.7%), India (3.8%), Cambodia (3.6%), Malta (3.5%) and Vietnam (3.4%).  

o A small proportion of workers did not speak English at all (2.7%) and 

approximately 14.8% did not have Australian citizenship.  
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The paper’s findings suggest that without significant intervention, Greater Sydney is well on 

its way to losing its productive food bowl in the coming decades. There are a number of 

issues that need to be addressed so that Greater Sydney’s peri-urban food system can be 

sustained into the future, including the need for reliable and consistent data, the need for 

integrated policymaking and planning, the winners and losers within the market driven 

planning system, the need for better planner support and strong governance mechanisms, 

and the need to build a resilient food system for times of crisis.  

 

Keywords 

Peri-urban agriculture, land use, planning, food security, data  
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Introduction 

Cities around the world have grown rapidly in recent times, with the world’s population 

becoming more urban than rural in mid-2009 and a forecast that approximately two-thirds of 

the global population will be living in urban areas by 2050 (Wiskerke 2015). In Australia, 

metropolitan regions have experienced unprecedented growth over the last three decades, 

with noticeable urban sprawl expanding onto the fringes of cities and into their peri-urban 

zones (Low Choy & Buxton 2013). One clear consequence of rapid urbanisation into peri-

urban areas, defined as the rural land on the fringes of urban areas, is the pressure on and 

loss of agricultural land and its activities due to alternate land uses such as housing and 

transport (Carey et al 2011). The threat of this urban encroachment on peri-urban agriculture 

has attracted ongoing public attention across Australian cities, including Greater Sydney 

where the population is expected to increase from approximately 4.8 million in 2016 to 6.2 

million by 2031 (James & O’Neill 2016; NSW Department of Planning, Industry and 

Environment 2019a).  

 

Food production, along with the growing food needs of citizens, has historically been under-

recognised in the planning of cities in Australia and abroad. Food systems as a whole have 

been largely ignored by urban planners in the global north for a variety of reasons, including 

the belief that it is working well as is, that it is a ‘rural’ issue that is not part of their expertise 

or responsibility, and that it is controlled by the private sector (Budge & Slade 2009; Morgan 

2014). These wide-held views have been changing over time as the industrial food system, 

which has been the dominant mode of feeding rapidly growing cities, contributes to issues 

such as climate change, natural resource depletion, and lifestyle diseases, or has been 

notably impacted by shocks such as economic volatility and a range of disasters and 

emergencies. While many cities in the developed world, including some in Australia, have 

already developed and implemented urban food strategies, recent international declarations 

such as the 2015 Milan Urban Food Pact and 2016 New Urban Agenda have reaffirmed the 

need to integrate sustainable and resilient food systems in urban and territorial policymaking 

and planning (Carey, Larsen, Sheridan & Candy 2016; Hawkes & Halliday 2017). In addition, 

urban policy makers and planners are increasingly exploring the concept of ‘city region food 

systems’ which acknowledge that cities and their surrounding regions are shaped by a mix of 

local, regional and global food systems. The concept suggests that while cities will always be 

dependent on hybrid food systems, the benefits of shorter, more localised food supply chains 

in peri-urban and urban locations are clear and should therefore be prioritised (Dubbeling et 

al 2016; Dubbeling, Carey & Hochberg 2016).  

 

Urban agriculture is a term that is used to describe both intra-urban (within cities) and peri-

urban (around, about or beyond cities) agriculture. This paper focuses on peri-urban 

agriculture which is the growing of plants and raising of animals around, about and beyond 

cities, as well as related resources, products and services for local consumption (Dubbeling, 

de Zeeuw & van Veenhuizen 2010) (See Figure 1). The benefits of urban and peri-urban 

agriculture have been well-documented and include contributing to food security and 

nutrition, alleviating poverty, generating income and employment, encouraging social 

inclusion of marginalised groups, and adapting and mitigating climate change through 

reduced energy use, greenhouse gas emissions and urban heat island effect; improved air, 

water and land quality; and conserving biodiversity (Dubbeling, de Zeeuw & van Veenhuizen 
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2010; Pires & Burton 2013; Siegner; Sowerwine & Acey 2018). Despite its multifunctional 

contribution to cities, urban and peri-urban agriculture is typically treated with caution by city 

planning departments for the reasons already outlined, as well as insufficient budgets, 

technical knowledge and political will. The lack of sustained commitment and action may also 

be attributed to the fact that the scale, value and impact of urban and peri-urban agricultural 

activities has been difficult to accurately measure up until this point in time (Pires & Burton 

2013; Low Choy & Buxton 2013).  

 
Figure 1: Geographic concepts of the urban-rural region 

 
(Ravetz, Fertner & Sick Nielsen 2013) 

 

The aim of this paper is to analyse the most recent data available from the Australian Bureau 

of Statistics (ABS) on peri-urban agricultural land use, activity and workforce for Greater 

Western Sydney (GWS), the rapidly growing peri-urban region in Greater Sydney (See Map 

1). GWS is home to roughly half of the Sydney’s population, with a population of 2.4 million in 

2016. It is one of the fastest growing regions in Australia, and its population is expected to 

increase to 3.3 million in 2031 (.id n.d.; WESTIR Limited 2017). The analysis will be 

presented with a review of existing literature, and outlines areas of research and action that 

will facilitate better measurement and planning of Sydney’s agricultural activities in the future.  
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Map 1: Local Government Areas (LGAs) of Greater Sydney, 2016 
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Planning for a growing (and hungry) Sydney  
 
Food production has always been important to the Greater Sydney region, including the 

traditional food practices of local Indigenous groups prior to colonisation (James 2016). After 

colonisation, peri-urban agriculture in Sydney grew over two centuries due to a number of 

factors. This included the proximity to large consumer markets, access to a reliable supply of 

arable land and other natural resources, and a strong labour force fuelled by migration waves 

after the Gold Rush in the 1850s and the Second World War in the 1940s (James & O’Neill 

2016; Hawkesbury City Council 2018). While the composition and contribution of peri-urban 

agriculture on Sydney’s fringe has changed over time, it has been widely acknowledged that 

the region has contributed a large proportion of NSW’s total vegetable production. The types 

of vegetables, and other produce, grown has often been influenced by the cultural 

background of residing market gardeners and farmers residing in both the east and west of 

the city (Parker 2000; Wilkinson 2011). In a region constrained by mountains, national parks 

and oceans, Sydney’s ongoing urban development and population growth has put increasing 

pressure on agricultural land use and has led to a variety of state government metropolitan 

planning responses.  

 

Metropolitan planning strategies for Greater Sydney after the Second World War have 

addressed agricultural land use in different ways. The 1951 County of Cumberland Plan had 

suggested a greenbelt around the city to provide open space and land for fresh food 

production. The Plan, however, failed to adequately take into account Sydney’s growing 

population and demand for housing, leading to the prioritisation of greenfield development 

sites on the outskirts of the city in the 1968 Sydney Regional Outline Plan. Urban 

development continued into Sydney’s agricultural outskirts in the 1970s, however the 

creation of the Environmental Planning and Assessment Act 1979 (NSW) (EP&A Act) and 

other related tools offered a means of controlling land use and safeguarding agricultural land 

in the region. The 1980 Review of the Sydney Regional Outline Plan stated that the predicted 

population growth for Sydney had not been realised, and there was subsequently a renewed 

focus on balancing natural resources, such as high quality agricultural land, with economic 

development. Subsequent metropolitan strategies in 1988 (Sydney into its Third Century), 

1995 (Cities for the 21st Century) and 1998 (Shaping Our City) further recognised the 

importance of primary production, although its preservation was largely aspirational as there 

was still the intention of accommodating Sydney’s population growth in new areas on the 

city’s fringe (Wilkinson 2011; James 2016).  

 

Sydney’s 2005 Metropolitan Strategy called City of Cities continued to focus on the ‘growth 

as development’ agenda while positioning Sydney as a competitive global city. The strategy 

supported the proposed development of Growth Centres located in the North West and 

South West of the city to accommodate the growing population, and were subsequently 

gazetted by the NSW Government in 2006. The strategy was initially sympathetic to the 

value and preservation of peri-urban agriculture through its sustainability discourse, but this 

was undermined when the NSW Government scrapped “green zones” in each of the Growth 

Centres to further development objectives. The revised 2010 metropolitan strategy, 

Metropolitan Plan for Sydney 2036, attempted to redress this imbalance by focusing the 

majority of urban growth within Sydney’s existing urban and growth centres as a means of 

protecting the city’s agricultural land. Reflecting shifting political priorities, the 2015 A Plan for 
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Growing Sydney strategy seemed to reverse any potential protection of peri-urban 

agriculture in the region, increasing dwelling targets and indicating the need to identify new 

growth areas on the city fringe (Wilkinson 2011; James 2016) (See Appendix 1 for Greater 

Sydney’s current and future growth areas).  

 

Sydney’s most recent metropolitan planning strategy, Greater Sydney Region Plan – A 

Metropolis of Three Cities, was adopted by the city’s current metropolitan planning authority, 

the Greater Sydney Commission (GSC), in early 2018. The Plan, accompanied by five 

associated District Plans, sets a 40 year vision to align land use, transport and infrastructure 

planning to shape Greater Sydney as three connected cities that will rebalance growth and 

deliver its benefits more equitably for residents (See Appendix 2 for the three cities model). 

The Plan uses the term Metropolitan Rural Area (MRA) to define and describe regions that 

provide productive agriculture, and dedicates one of its objectives to protecting and 

enhancing the environmental, social and economic value in rural areas (Sydney Agriculture 

Strategic Approaches (SASA) Working Group 2017). There is recognition of the value and 

contribution of agricultural production in the city’s MRAs, but its proximity to residential 

development can cause ongoing land conflict.  The Plan commits to retaining the city’s food 

production by maximising the use of rural areas, increasing demand for biodiversity offset 

sites, and limiting urban development to existing urban areas (with the exception of urban 

investigation areas proximate to Western Sydney Airport currently being developed) (GSC 

2018).  It is yet to be seen how successful the GSC will be in meeting these objectives as 

Greater Sydney continues to develop and grow.  

 

The review of Sydney’s metropolitan strategies demonstrates that peri-urban agriculture and 

food production has been addressed inconsistently over time, likely reflecting the shifting 

political priorities of changing state governments. When compared to other cities in 

developed countries, Australian cities have generally not provided enough attention to food 

systems in their metropolitan planning agendas. In the case of Sydney, state government 

policy formulation on retaining productive farmland has been characterised as aspirational 

and lacking any real implementation, often being put aside when confronted by private 

development forces who want to use land for ‘higher and better uses with a greater financial 

return’ (Budge 2013; James 2016). As a result, the recognition of, and long-term strategic 

planning for, peri-urban agriculture in Greater Sydney has not been fully realised to date.  

 

It should be noted that key state planning policy instruments recently adopted under the 

EP&A Act appear to support peri-urban agriculture in Greater Sydney (See Figure 2). In early 

2019, the NSW Government released a new planning framework to support the state’s 

agricultural sector called the State Environmental Planning Policy (Primary Production and 

Rural Development) 2019 (SEPP). The new SEPP consolidates five former agriculture-

themed SEPPs with the aim of facilitating orderly economic use and development of land for 

primary production, reducing rural-residential land use conflict, identifying State significant 

agricultural land, removing unnecessary regulation on small-scale operators, and 

encouraging sustainable agriculture. The planning reform also included a revised set of 

planning principles under the EP&A Act to provide guidance to councils on how to reduce 

land use conflict and fragmentation when preparing their Local Environmental Plans (LEPs) 

(NSW Department of Planning, Industry and Environment 2019b). The NSW Department of 
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Planning, Industry and Environment consulted on these changes over a three month period 

in 2017, however some groups such as the Australian Food Sovereignty Alliance suggested 

new definitions and thresholds in the SEPP could discourage low-risk, small scale livestock 

farming if it was considered as ‘intensive livestock agriculture’ that required development 

consent (de Wit, Johnston, Jonas & Kothe 2018). Nevertheless, the SEPP reform also 

appears to endorse the delivery of commitments outlined in the NSW Right to Farm Policy 

which support farmers in exercising their right to farm and working with key stakeholders in 

minimising land use conflicts (NSW Department of Primary Industries 2015). Ongoing 

monitoring and evaluation of these policies is required to determine whether they are 

effective in areas of high urban development such as Greater Sydney.  

 

Scholars in Australia continue to highlight that agriculture needs to be planned into, rather 

than out of, rapidly growing cities. Supported by strong political commitment and holistic land 

use frameworks that endorse farmland preservation and the right to farm, some of the 

planning initiatives proposed include green zones or green belts coupled with fixed urban 

growth boundaries, purchase or transfer of development rights to ensure land remains 

undeveloped, financial incentives for sustainable agriculture and ecosystem services, 

investment in food production infrastructure, and agribusiness parks or precincts (James 

2016; Carey, Larsen, Sheridan & Candy 2016; Sinclair 2003). Some of these initiatives are 

currently being considered across Sydney, including in the Greater Western Sydney (GWS) 

region that broadly surrounds the city’s inner city area.    

 

When looking at the Sydney metropolitan region as a whole, GWS has traditionally been 

seen as the ‘Food Bowl’ as its diverse agricultural sector supplies a large proportion of 

Sydney’s overall food requirements. The outskirts of the GWS region, covering Hawkesbury, 

The Hills Shire, Penrith, Fairfield, Liverpool, Camden and Wollondilly Local Government 

Areas (LGAs) is home to significant agricultural operations that are supported by the 

Hawkesbury-Nepean River and its tributaries (AEC Group n.d.). The NSW Government’s 

commitment to Growth Areas in Sydney’s North West and South West, however, has all but 

guaranteed ongoing pressure from urban development on these peri-urban agricultural 

activities. This has led to at least two state-significant planning projects considering or 

incorporating peri-urban food production as part of their operations, that being the Western 

Sydney Airport and the Western Sydney Parklands. 

 

The Western Sydney Airport is the first major airport to be built in Australia in fifty years and 

is considered a once-in-a-lifetime game changing opportunity for the Western Sydney region. 

Scheduled to open at Badgery’s Creek in 2026, the 24 hour international airport will be 

developed into an ‘aerotropolis’ and become Greater Sydney’s newest economic hub in the 

Western Parkland City, one of the cities outlined in the GSC’s three-city model (NSW 

Department of Planning, Industry and Environment n.d.). The development of the Western 

Sydney Aerotropolis is driven by a billion dollar budget and the Western Sydney City Deal, a 

twenty year collaborative partnership signed by the Commonwealth, NSW government and 

eight local councils in 2018. The Deal provides the investment foundation to accelerate the 

economic transformation of the surrounding Western Parkland City (Western City & 

Aerotropolis Authority n.d.).  
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It is anticipated that the Aerotropolis alone will create hundreds of thousands of new jobs for 

Western Sydney across a number of sectors, including agribusiness. The draft Western 

Sydney Aerotropolis Plan, created by the Western Sydney Planning Partnership of relevant 

local councils and key State agencies, provides a roadmap for rezoning the aerotropolis 

precincts. The aerotropolis precincts will eventually be realised through a planning framework 

that includes a new Western Sydney Aerotropolis SEPP, Western Sydney Aerotropolis 

Development Control Plan (DCP) and a range of local plans. In particular, the Plan proposes 

the zoning of an Agribusiness Precinct on the western edge of the Airport to support the 

long-term retention and growth of agriculture and agribusiness in the Aerotropolis (See 

Appendix 3). It is envisioned that the Precinct will become a major distribution centre for 

fresh and value-added Australian products to domestic and international export markets 

(Western Sydney Planning Partnership 2019). Preliminary studies commissioned by the 

State Government (NSW Department of Primary Industries 2019) suggests that there are no 

major obstacles preventing the development of the Aerotropolis’ Agribusiness Precinct and 

the concept is largely supported by key interest groups (NSW Farmers 2019; Food and 

Beverage Industry News 2019; UNSW Future Food Systems 2019) as it has the potential of 

creating both employment and billions of dollars in revenue.   

 

The Western Sydney Parklands, a multi-use urban park system spanning from the north to 

the south of GWS, has also committed to providing 5% (or 264 hectares) of its 5,200 hectare 

system to an urban farming precinct that will complement the agribusiness development 

around the Western Sydney Aerotropolis (See Appendix 4). The first urban farming precinct 

in the Parklands is located in the south-west suburb of Horsley Park, with approximately 100 

hectares of urban farms currently activated in this area (Western Sydney Parklands 2020). 

The Parklands, and its urban farming precinct, is managed by an independent state 

government agency called the Western Sydney Parklands Trust (the Trust) under 

overarching NSW planning legislation and policies such as Western Sydney Parklands Act 

2006, Western Sydney Parklands Trust State Environmental Planning Policy (SEPP) 2009 

and the Western Sydney Parklands Plan of Management 2030.  

 

The accompanying Horsley Park Urban Farming Masterplan 2019 shows that a number of 

agricultural leases with farming partners are already supported in the precinct, with the vision 

to expand to urban agricultural enterprises such as “greenhouses, market gardens and 

orchards, farm gate sales, community and research gardens, agritourism, education 

programs, cafes, tracks and trails, and picnic and farmers’ market venues” (Western Sydney 

Parklands 2019, p.8). There has been acknowledgement however that precinct development 

has been slow due to complicated development approval and procurement processes 

(particularly for farmers with limited English proficiency), access to good quality resources 

(such as water, soil and storage facilities), biodiversity issues (such as noxious weeds and 

conservation of endangered Cumberland woodland), commercial costs and viability of 

farming operations, availability of labour in the farming sector, and managing surrounding 

land uses (Gil, Kirkland & Sergi 2016; Western Sydney Parklands 2019). Despite these 

challenges, it appears the Trust is committed to the success of its urban farming initiative as 

a means of retaining and promoting food production in Western Sydney.  
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Local governments also have a role in planning for, and supporting, peri-urban agricultural 

activities within their communities. In Australia, local governments are not recognised in the 

federal constitution and are often seen as administrative arms of state governments that are 

given powers through Local Government Acts independently legislated by each state and 

territory (Slade, Baldwin & Budge 2016).  

 

In NSW, the statutory responsibilities of local councils include planning and reporting through 

the Integrated Planning and Reporting Framework (IPRF) mandated by the Local 

Government Act 1993 (NSW) and regulatory responsibilities under the EP&A Act (Spencer 

2013). Through these frameworks, councils can acknowledge peri-urban agriculture in 

community strategic and operational plans, grant parcels of community land for community 

and urban farming, incorporate zoning for agriculture into their LEPs, supporting DCPs and 

open space management plans, approve development applications for farming activities, or 

impose conditions on planning or zoning certificates in rural areas that restricts development 

or makes new property owners agreeable to surrounding land use activities to prevent future 

land use conflict (Spencer 2013; SASA Working Group 2017).  

 

Some councils, such as Blacktown City’s Access to Fresh Food Policy in GWS, have stand-

alone policies to support local growers and fresh food production, but this practice is ad-hoc 

and is largely driven by the agenda of individual councils (Reeve et al 2020). Overall, local 

government planners in Sydney and around Australia can struggle to incorporate peri-urban 

agriculture in their practice due to a range of factors, including working in a complex planning 

regime where local plans and policies must be implemented according to state-level planning 

instruments or be overridden by them if they don’t comply (Pires & Burton 2013).  
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Figure 2: Broad policy and legislative framework supporting the protection of Greater Sydney’s food bowl 

 

Environmental Planning and Assessment Act 1979 (NSW) 
 

 
 

 
NSW Planning Provisions 

 

 
State Significant Development incorporating agriculture 

 

Greater Sydney 
Region Plan – A 
Metropolis of Three 
Cities (2018) 

(specifically Objective 
29) and supporting 
District Plans 

State Environmental 
Planning Policy 
(SEPP) (Primary 
Production and Rural 
Development) 2019 

(NSW) 

NSW Right to Farm 
Policy 2015 

Western Sydney Aerotropolis 
Agribusiness Precinct 

 Western Sydney 
Aerotropolis Plan  

 Western Sydney 
Aerotropolis SEPP 

 Western Sydney 
Aerotropolis DCP and a 

range of local plans.  

Western Sydney Parklands Horsley 
Park Urban Farming Precinct 

 Western Sydney Parklands 
Act 2006 (NSW)  

 Western Sydney Trust 
SEPP 2009 

 Western Sydney Parklands 
Plan of Management 2030  

 Horsley Park Urban 
Farming Masterplan 2019  

 
 
 

 
Local planning policy framework 

 

Agricultural activity and land use included, but not limited to:  

Community strategic and operational plans 
(through the Integrated Planning and Reporting 
Framework mandated by the Local Government 
Act 1993 (NSW)) 

Local Environmental Plans (LEPs) and 
supporting Development Control Plans (DCPs) 

Open space management plans or similar  

 
(Adapted from Carey, Sheridan & Larsen 2018) 
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Measuring current and future food production in Greater Sydney  
 
Currently, the Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS) and the Australian Bureau of Agricultural 

and Resource Economics and Sciences (ABARES) provide official estimates on the volume, 

value and use of agricultural resources in Greater Sydney. The most recent ABARES land 

use profile estimates that approximately 13.8% or 170,191 hectares of land in Greater 

Sydney is used for agricultural purposes (ABARES 2019) (See Table 1 for further details).  

 
Table 1: Land use summary for Greater Sydney region, November 2019 

 Broad use  Land use Area (ha) Share of region (%) 

Agricultural Cropping Dryland cropping  1,656 0.1 

Irrigated cropping  390 0.0 

Horticulture Dryland horticulture 3,018 0.2 

Intensive plant production  1,232 0.1 

Irrigated horticulture 5,748 0.5 

Livestock 

production  

Grazing modified pastures  29,484 2.4 

Grazing native vegetation  119,691 9.7 

Intensive animal production  7,469 0.6 

Irrigated pastures 1,411 0.1 

Land in transition  93 0.0 

Non-

agricultural 

Conservation 

and natural 

environments 

Minimal use 123,943 10.1 

Nature conservation  570,111 46.3 

Other protected areas 

(including Indigenous uses) 

3,665 0.3 

Forests and 

plantations 

Plantation forests (commercial 

and other) 

225 0.0 

Production native forests 24,752 2.0 

Intensive 

uses  

Mining and waste 6,545 0.5 

Rural residential and farm 

infrastructure  

40,726 3.3 

Urban intensive uses 245,249 19.9 

Water Water 46,888 3.8 

 Regional total 1,232,294 100.0 
Source: ABARES 2019  

 

Using ABS agricultural commodity and labour force data, the ABARES also estimates that in 

2017-18, there were 1,049 farms in the Greater Sydney region with an estimated value of 

$40,000 or more, making up 4.0% of all farm businesses in New South Wales (NSW). 

Outdoor vegetable farms were the most common (328 farms), accounting for 31.3% of all 

farms in the Greater Sydney region and 56.3% of all outdoor vegetable growing farms in 

NSW. In terms of value, the gross value of agricultural production in Greater Sydney in 2016-

17 was $828 million, equating to 6% of total gross value of agricultural production in New 

South Wales (NSW). The most important commodities in Greater Sydney, which when 

combined contribute to 61% of the total value of agricultural production in the region, were 

poultry ($271 million), nurseries ($140 million) and mushrooms ($92 million) (ABARES 2020). 

Other sources such as the NSW Department of Primary Industries’ Status of Sydney’s 
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Agriculture Report in 2016 estimate a slightly higher number of farms in Greater Sydney 

(2,210 farms) and estimates the value of its food production at around $780 million per year 

(McDonald 2018).  

 

Several sources have highlighted the limitations of the data currently used to measure 

agricultural production in Australia’s peri-urban regions. Work undertaken by Wilkinson 

(2011), James (2016) and James & O’Neill (2016) highlights that peri-urban agriculture in 

Sydney has historically and systematically been undercounted by an ABS data collection 

methodology which has focused on broad scale agriculture. This approach has created 

trends that are inconclusive and has led to the development of numerous non-ABS reports 

that seek to address data gaps but create a diverse range of conclusions. The undercounting 

of Sydney’s small scale farms and their production is further exacerbated by small response 

rates and sampling errors on a regional level, unclear definitions around what constitutes 

farming, and the challenges associated with gathering data from culturally and linguistically 

diverse (CALD) growers. This situation reiterates the need for more reliable longitudinal 

agricultural data to better understand the size and value of peri-urban agriculture and to 

enable better evidence based planning for farmland in regions such as Sydney in the future.  

 

There have also been attempts to project the future loss of food production in Greater 

Sydney as a result of urban development.  A 2008 study by Malcolm & Fahd on vegetable 

farming in Greater Sydney suggested that the number of vegetable farms in the region could 

fall by more than 50% and the area devoted to greenhouse vegetables could decline by as 

much as 60% as a result of the North and South West Growth Centres (Wilkinson 2011). 

When looking at food production as a whole, the Sydney Food Futures Project through 

University of Technology Sydney (UTS) estimated that if development in Sydney continues 

as it has, that the region stands to lose more than 90% of its current fresh vegetable 

production, total food production could drop by 60% and the city’s supply of food from within 

the basin could drop from 20% of total food demand to 6% (Local Government NSW 2016; 

PwC 2017). A review by the SASA Working Group (2017) suggests that food production loss 

in the Greater Sydney region will continue to occur due to the rapid development of housing 

in the designated Growth Centres and the lack of long term regional strategic planning that 

does not give adequate attention to agriculture and peri-urban landscapes.  

 

An analysis of agricultural estimates for sub-regions such as Greater Western Sydney 

(GWS) can be undertaken, but this has often been undertaken on an ad-hoc basis in the 

past. Non-government land use surveys such as the Western Sydney Rural Land Survey 

(Sinclair et al 2004) have provided comprehensive overviews of rural land characteristics and 

use in the region, but these types of region-wide surveys do not appear to have been 

undertaken in over fifteen years. Knowing this, there is a need to explore the most current 

agriculture-related data available for the GWS region, which is the foundation of this paper.  
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Aims and methods 

The aim of this paper was to analyse the most recent data available from the Australian 

Bureau of Statistics (ABS) on peri-urban agricultural land use, activity and workforce for 

Greater Western Sydney (GWS), the fast growing peri-urban region of Greater Sydney.  

 

Agricultural data was retrieved and analysed from four main ABS datasets. This included:  

 

Regional statistics data 
 
The number of agriculture, forestry and fishing businesses for GWS LGAs between 2015 and 

2019 was retrieved from the ABS.Stat beta database. The data was located in the ‘Regional 

Statistics by LGA 2019, 2011-2019’ section under the ‘Snapshots of Australia’ Economy and 

Industry theme. The data for all GWS LGAs was collated to calculate a regional total, and the 

numerical and proportional change over a five year period was also calculated.  

 

Agricultural commodity data  
 
The ABS undertakes the annual Rural Environment and Agricultural Commodities Survey 

(REACS) which provides detailed statistics on land use, crop production and livestock 

numbers, farm management and the value of agricultural commodities produced. The data 

from the survey is released through ABS catalogue numbers 7121.0 Agricultural 

Commodities, Australia and 7503.0 Value of Agricultural Commodities Produced, Australia.  

 

The ABS data for the volume and value of agricultural commodities in 2017-18 was explored 

for the Statistical Area 4 (SA4) regions located in GWS. Obtaining complete data on a SA4 

level was difficult due to the high relative sample error for more localised data. In addition, 

comparison of data across years also could not be undertaken due to the changes in scope 

of the REACS over time. The overall unreliability of this data therefore excluded its use from 

this paper.  

 

More reliable data on the value of agricultural commodities in GWS was sourced from the .id 

economic profile powered by the Centre for Western Sydney at Western Sydney University. 

The most recent data that could be obtained was for the 2015-16 period, and allowed the 

exploration of agricultural commodity categories and sub-categories on an LGA level, as well 

as for GWS as a whole, Greater Sydney, NSW and Australia.  

 

Mesh block data  
 
The changes in land use, including land for primary production, in GWS was estimated 

through Mesh Block data collected by the ABS. Mesh Blocks are the smallest geographical 

area defined by the ABS and form the building blocks for the larger regions of the Australian 

Statistical Geography Standard (ASGS). All other statistical areas or regions are built up from 

or, approximated by whole Mesh Blocks. They broadly identify land use such as residential, 

commercial, primary production and parks. Please see Appendix 5 for a more detailed 

description of the current Mesh Block land use categories and their criteria.  
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The most recent Mesh block data files for NSW were retrieved from ABS catalogue 

1270.0.55.001 - Australian Statistical Geography Standard (ASGS): Volume 1 – Main 

Structure and Greater Capital City Statistical Areas, July 2016. Mesh block files for 2006 and 

2011 were also retrieved from ABS archives.  

 

The Mesh Block data for 2006, 2011 and 2016 was separated out into the pre-defined land 

use categories and thematically mapped by total counts using Geographic Information 

System (GIS) software called MapInfo Pro v.17.0. Hectare (ha) estimates for each Mesh 

Block land use categories in 2006 were not available through the ABS website, however they 

were available and undertaken for each Mesh Block land use categories in 2011 and 2016.  

 

Hectare (Ha) estimates for each Mesh Block land use category was calculated for GWS 

using SA4 regions, as well as existing ABS geographic structures of Greater Sydney and 

NSW. Hectare (Ha) estimates were also calculated for the North West Growth Area, South 

West and Western Sydney Aerotropolis using corresponding SA2 regions (See Table 2 in 

next section).  

 

Place of work data 
 
The number of agriculture, forestry and fishing workers working in GWS was retrieved from 

the ABS Census of Population and Housing 2016 Place of Work dataset located in the ABS 

Census TableBuilder Pro tool. The workers, and the specific industries they are working in, 

were estimated from the Industry of Employment variable on a 1 digit, 2 digit and 4 digit level. 

The demographic characteristics of these workers were also explored by cross-tabulating 

with variables related to age, gender, employment, education, and cultural and linguistic 

diversity.  

 

Time series data was not available through the place of work dataset, however the number 

and proportion of agriculture, forestry and fishing workers living in GWS over time was 

obtained from place of usual residence dataset released by the ABS Time Series Profile. 

This data was therefore used to provide a general indication of how the agricultural workforce 

in GWS has changed over time.  
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Regions used in this paper  
 
Table 2 shows the ABS geographical boundaries used in this paper to create the GWS 

region and other complementing regions. The GWS region in this paper was calculated using 

either LGAs or SA4 regions, while areas for state significant planning projects were 

calculated using SA2 regions. The regions of Greater Sydney, NSW and Australia were 

compiled from existing ABS geographic structures.  

 
Table 2: LGAs and SAs used in this paper 

LGAs of GWS  

 Blacktown  
 Blue Mountains  
 Camden  
 Campbelltown 
 Canterbury-Bankstown  
 Cumberland  
 Fairfield 
 Hawkesbury 
 Liverpool  
 Parramatta  
 Penrith  
 The Hills Shire  
 Wollondilly 

SA4s of GWS 

 Sydney – Baulkham Hills and Hawkesbury  
 Sydney – Blacktown  
 Sydney – Inner South West  
 Sydney – Outer South West  
 Sydney – Outer West and Blue Mountains  
 Sydney – Parramatta  
 Sydney – South West 

SA2s of state significant planning projects 

North West Growth Area 

 Riverstone – Marsden Park  
 Rouse Hill – Beaumont Hills 

South West Growth Area 

 Austral – Greendale  

 Cobbitty – Leppington  

 Horsley Park – Kemps Creek 

 Prestons – Edmonston Park 
Western Sydney Aerotropolis  

 Austral – Greendale 

 Badgery’s Creek 

 Horsley Park – Kemps Creek 
 Mulgoa – Luddenham – Orchard Hills 
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Findings  
 

Number of agricultural businesses – regional statistics data 
 
The ABS collects regional statistics on the number of agricultural businesses in an area over 

time. Table 3 shows the number of agricultural businesses in GWS between 2015 and 2019.  

 

In 2019, there were 2,416 businesses undertaking agriculture, forestry and fishing in GWS. 

Between 2015 and 2019, the number of agricultural businesses in GWS declined by 289 or 

10.7%. When looking at GWS LGAs in 2019, Hawkesbury had the highest number of 

agricultural businesses (455 businesses) and Cumberland had the lowest (55 businesses). 

The LGAs with the highest numerical loss of agricultural businesses was Blacktown and the 

Hills Shire (-44 businesses respectively). The loss of agricultural businesses in the Blacktown 

and Hills Shire LGAs may be associated with the housing development occurring in the North 

West Growth Area. The retention of agricultural businesses in the Hawkesbury area may be 

due, in part, to Hawkesbury City Council’s ongoing commitment to managing the impact of 

urban development on its rural landscape through a variety of local planning studies and 

instruments (Hawkesbury City Council n.d., Hawkesbury City Council 2017; Sinclair 2019). 

 
Table 3: Number of businesses as at 30 June - Agriculture, forestry and fishing, GWS LGAs, 2015-2019 

Number of businesses as at 30 June - Agriculture, forestry and fishing, GWS LGAs, 2015-2019 

  2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 
5 YEAR NET 

LOSS 

Blacktown  196 175 163 156 152 -44 -22.4% 

Blue Mountains  63 65 66 66 66 3 4.8% 

Camden 215 230 222 200 204 -11 -5.1% 

Campbelltown  61 67 56 59 58 -3 -4.9% 

Canterbury-Bankstown 100 96 93 92 102 2 2.0% 

Cumberland 78 73 69 67 55 -23 -29.5% 

Fairfield 149 134 122 118 121 -28 -18.8% 

Hawkesbury 469 475 453 460 455 -14 -3.0% 

Liverpool 302 297 300 295 291 -11 -3.6% 

Parramatta  127 109 94 86 95 -32 -25.2% 

Penrith  287 276 271 270 256 -31 -10.8% 

The Hills Shire 299 291 275 273 255 -44 -14.7% 

Wollondilly  359 333 324 314 306 -53 -14.8% 
Greater Western Sydney  2,705 2,621 2,508 2,456 2,416 -289 -10.7% 

Source: ABS.Stat beta, Regional Statistics by LGA 2019, 2011-2019.  
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Value of agricultural production – agricultural commodity data  
 

In 2015/16, the estimated total value of agricultural output in GWS was just over $597 million. 

The agricultural outputs with the highest value was livestock slaughterings ($223 million; 

37.3% of total agricultural value), vegetables ($139.7 million; 23.4%), nurseries and cut 

flowers ($17.5 million; 19.7%) and eggs ($89.4 million; 15.0%). Commodities such as eggs, 

milk and vegetables in GWS made up a higher proportion of the region’s total agricultural 

value than other comparative regions such as Greater Sydney, NSW and Australia (See 

Table 4).  

 

An exploration of commodity sub-categories shows the value of specific agricultural outputs 

in GWS. A large proportion of the region’s cereal crop value came from maize for grain 

($523.4 million), oranges ($226.4 million) and mandarins ($230.4 million) for citrus fruit, 

poultry ($209.8 million) for livestock slaughterings, macadamias ($144.9 million) for nuts, 

nectarines ($1.1 million) for other fruit, and mushrooms ($74.3 million) and cabbages ($9.4 

million) for vegetables. This data is not presented in this paper but available from WESTIR 

Limited upon request.   

 

Table 4 also shows the economic contribution that GWS makes to the Greater Sydney region 

and beyond. In 2015/16, GWS made up almost three quarters of Greater Sydney’s total 

value of agricultural inputs (74.1%). There were some commodities that Greater Sydney 

relied heavily on GWS to provide agricultural value, including vegetables (91.9%), eggs 

(94.1%), grapes (96.1%), milk (98.6%) and nuts (100%). Overall, the contribution of GWS’s 

agricultural commodities was less on a state and national level, with the total value of 

agricultural outputs in GWS contributing 4.6% and 1.1% to NSW and Australia’s respective 

total agricultural value.  

 

Table 5 shows the total value of agricultural output by GWS LGA in 2015-16. The LGA with 

the highest total value of agricultural production was Hawkesbury at approximately $158.6 

million, comprising over a quarter of GWS’s total agricultural value (26.6%). Other LGAs that 

had generated high agricultural value were Penrith ($109.6 million; 18.4% of GWS total 

agricultural value), Wollondilly ($97.2 million; 16.3%) and Liverpool ($86.0 million; 14.4%), 

and to a lesser extent, Camden ($46.9 million; 7.9%) and The Hills Shire ($44.5 million; 

7.5%). All these findings broadly reflect the agricultural land use and activity that has 

traditionally occurred in the GWS region to date. 
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Table 4: Value of agricultural production, GWS and comparative regions, 2015-16 

Value of agricultural production, GWS and comparative regions, 2015-16 

Commodity AU$ 

Greater 
Western 
Sydney (GWS) 
Region % 

Greater 
Sydney % 

GWS Region 
as a % of 
Greater 
Sydney 

New South 
Wales % 

GWS Region 
as a % of New 
South Wales 

Australia % 
GWS Region 
as a % of 
Australia 

Cereal crops          585,171  0.1 0.7 11.1 23.1 0.0 17.2 0.0 

Citrus fruit           633,791  0.1 0.5 15.5 1.4 0.4 1.3 0.1 

Crops for Hay        1,814,030  0.3 0.7 31.3 2.5 0.6 2.7 0.1 

Eggs      89,414,773  15.0 11.8 94.1 2.0 34.6 1.4 11.4 

Grapes (wine and table)             12,171  0.0 0.0 96.1 1.6 0.0 2.4 0.0 

Livestock slaughterings      223,109,282  37.3 42.8 64.6 33.6 5.1 36.1 1.1 

Milk       8,653,134  3.1 2.3 98.6 4.5 3.1 7.6 0.4 

Nurseries & cut flowers      17,570,340  19.7 21.0 69.5 2.3 39.2 2.2 9.4 

Nuts           250,017  0.0 0.0 100.0 1.2 0.2 1.8 0.0 

Other broadacre crops               7,670  0.0 0.1 1.5 15.3 0.0 10.2 0.0 

Other fruit        5,319,104  0.9 1.1 59.0 2.1 1.9 4.5 0.2 

Vegetables      139,709,365  23.4 18.9 91.9 3.2 33.3 5.3 4.7 

Wool           370,458  0.1 0.1 36.7 7.2 0.0 5.3 0.0 
Agriculture - Total Value   597,449,306  100.0 100.0 74.1 100.0 4.6 100.0 1.1 

Source: ABS Value of Agricultural Commodities Produced, Australia, 2015-16. Cat. No. 7503.0. Presented by .id. 
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Table 5: Value of agricultural production, GWS LGAs, 2015-16 

Value of agricultural production, GWS LGAs, 2015-16 

LGA AU$ 
% of GWS total 
agricultural 
value 

Blacktown  26,783,161 4.5 

Blue Mountains  3,735,104 0.6 

Camden 46,971,761 7.9 

Campbelltown  4,136,760 0.7 

Canterbury-Bankstown 928,653 0.2 

Cumberland NA NA 

Fairfield 18,681,245 3.1 

Hawkesbury  158,670,281 26.6 

Liverpool  86,066,555 14.4 

Parramatta  2,428 0.0 

Penrith  109,654,198 18.4 

The Hills Shire 44,562,201 7.5 

Wollondilly  97,256,959 16.3 
Greater Western Sydney  597,449,306 100.0 

Source: ABS, Value of Agricultural Commodities Produced, Australia, 2015-16. Cat. No. 7503.0. Presented by .id.  
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Agricultural land use - mesh block data 
 

By region  

 
Table 6 shows land use by Mesh Block category for GWS in 2016. It is estimated that the 

region had 99,519.2 hectares that was classified as “primary production”. Primary production 

land located in GWS made up 10.4% of the region’s land use. It should be noted that primary 

production land in GWS made up 85.0% of all primary production land in the Greater Sydney 

region, but less than 0.1% of all primary production land in NSW. Similar to findings by 

James (2016), this suggests that primary production in GWS make a significant contribution 

to Greater Sydney’s peri-urban agricultural production, but make less of a contribution to 

overall agricultural production in the state.  

 

Table 7 and 8 shows the change in land use by Mesh Block category for GWS between 2011 

and 2016. Hectare (ha) estimates for Mesh Block categories in 2006 were not available 

through the ABS website, hence only land use change between 2011 and 2016 is presented 

in the tables. The total area of land classified as “primary production” in GWS reduced from 

292,643.9 ha in 2011 to 99,519.2 ha in 2016. This is a loss of 193,124.7 ha (-66.0%) in the 

region between 2011 and 2016. It should be noted that the overall Greater Sydney region 

experienced a faster rate of decline of primary production land (-200.3%) than GWS (-66.0%) 

during this five year period. Most land use categories in GWS experienced an increase from 

2011 to 2016, with most numerical gains in land uses classified as “other” (+172,196.0 ha), 

“residential” (+10,961.2 ha) and “parkland” (+8,988.6 ha).   

 

Maps 2 to 4 (over the following pages) provide a visual representation of the changes in land 

use in Greater Sydney over time, from 2006 to 2016. The maps clearly show the decline in 

primary production land in GWS, particularly between 2011 and 2016. It appears that most 

land original classified as “primary production” in the region has been developed for 

residential or commercial purposes. A large proportion of primary production land in the 

north-west, west and south-west of the region has been reclassified as “other” between 2011 

and 2016. The ABS classifies Mesh Blocks as “other” when they are ‘representative of land 

uses which could not be easily placed in one of the other nine categories due to the nature of 

the land use, or due to evidence of high mixed use’. This could suggest that these areas 

have been or are earmarked for mixed use urban development by relevant government 

agencies in the near future.    
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Table 6: Land use by Mesh Block category by SA4 (ha), 2016 

Land use by Mesh Block category by SA4 (ha), 2016 

Mesh Block Category Greater Western Sydney Greater Sydney NSW 

Commercial 6,318.9 9,594.6 27,425.1 

Education 5,663.4 8,193.5 17,334.2 

Hospital/Medical 347.8 794.7 2,192.9 

Industrial 11,104.6 16,009.4 44,732.7 

Migratory 0.0 0.0 0.0 

No Usual Residence 0.0 0.0 0.0 

Offshore 0.0 0.0 0.0 

Other 172,769.9 216,964.1 3,891,771.0 

Parkland 559,487.9 705,615.1 7,976,081.0 

Primary Production 99,519.2 117,030.2 67,051,551.0 

Residential 96,650.1 151,669.1 526,714.8 

Shipping 0.0 0.0 0.0 

Transport 852.5 2,027.8 3,931.6 

Water 7,758.8 8,920.8 539,343.2 

Total (ha) 960,473.0 1,236,819.3 80,081,077.6 
Source: ABS Census of Population and Housing, 1270.0.55.001 - Australian Statistical Geography Standard (ASGS): Volume 1 
- Main Structure and Greater Capital City Statistical Areas, July 2016, Mesh Block geographic boundary file.  

 
Table 7: Land use by Mesh Block category by SA4 (ha), 5 year change 2011 - 2016 (no) 

Land use by Mesh Block category by SA4 (ha), 5 year change 2011 - 2016 (no) 

Mesh Block Category Greater Western Sydney Greater Sydney NSW 

Commercial 185.0 247.7 5,846.2 

Education 30.6 -186.4 65.4 

Hospital/Medical 144.4 286.3 777.7 

Industrial 777.9 923.6 7,189.0 

Migratory 0.0 0.0 0.0 

No Usual Residence 0.0 0.0 0.0 

Offshore 0.0 0.0 0.0 

Other 172,196.0 215,731.0 3,886,640.7 

Parkland 8,988.6 5,856.4 -1,391,827.8 

Primary Production -193,124.7 -234,421.2 -2,542,174.9 

Residential 10,961.2 11,654.6 8,024.1 

Shipping 0.0 0.0 -5.0 

Transport -41.8 -43.8 -776.8 

Water -96.1 -2.6 26,436.6 
Source: ABS Census of Population and Housing, 1270.0.55.001 - Australian Statistical Geography Standard (ASGS): Volume 1 
- Main Structure and Greater Capital City Statistical Areas, July 2016, Mesh Block geographic boundary file.  

 
Table 8: Land use by Mesh Block category by SA4 (ha), 5 year change 2011 - 2016 (%) 

Land use by Mesh Block category by SA4 (ha), 5 year change 2011 - 2016 (%) 

Mesh Block Category Greater Western Sydney Greater Sydney NSW 

Commercial 3.0 2.6 21.3 

Education 0.5 -2.3 0.4 

Hospital/Medical 71.0 36.0 35.5 

Industrial 7.5 5.8 16.1 

Migratory 0.0 0.0 0.0 

No Usual Residence 0.0 0.0 0.0 

Offshore 0.0 0.0 0.0 

Other 30,004.5 99.4 99.9 

Parkland 1.6 0.8 -17.5 

Primary Production -66.0 -200.3 -3.8 

Residential 12.8 7.7 1.5 

Shipping 0.0 0.0 0.0 

Transport -4.7 -2.2 -19.8 

Water -1.2 0.0 4.9 
Source: ABS Census of Population and Housing, 1270.0.55.001 - Australian Statistical Geography Standard (ASGS): Volume 1 

- Main Structure and Greater Capital City Statistical Areas, July 2016, Mesh Block geographic boundary file.  
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Map 2: Land use by Mesh Block categories, Greater Sydney, 2006 
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Map 3: Land use by Mesh Block categories, Greater Sydney, 2011 
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Map 4: Land use by Mesh Block categories, Greater Sydney, 2016 
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By state significant planning projects 

 
It is also important to explore recent land use for Western Sydney’s state significant planning 

projects, notably the North West Growth Area, the South West Growth Area and the 

proposed Western Sydney Aerotropolis. Table 9 shows the major land use estimates in 

these areas in 2016, while Table 10 shows how they have changed since 2011.  

 

In 2016, there was 7,168 hectares (ha) classified as “primary production” in the North West 

Growth Area, 14,109.7 ha in the South West Growth Area and 17,238.9 ha for the Western 

Sydney Aerotropolis. In all of these three areas, primary production made up a large 

proportion of the overall land use – 62.9% of total land use in the North West Growth Area, 

45.0% in the South West Growth Area and 50.2% in the Western Sydney Aerotropolis.  

 
Table 9: Land use by Mesh Block category by SA2 (ha), 2016 

Land use by Mesh Block category by SA2 (ha), 2016  

Mesh Block Category  North West Growth 
Area 

South West Growth 
Area 

Western Sydney 
Aerotropolis 

Commercial  140.6 25.1 0.0 

Education  82.5 125.2 110.5 

Hospital/Medical 0.0 0.0 0.0 

Industrial 402.4 464.2 239.3 

Migratory 0.0 0.0 0.0 

No Usual Residence 0.0 0.0 0.0 

Offshore 0.0 0.0 0.0 

Other 1,883.6 1,235.5 4,285.9 

Parkland 414.1 2,550.1 3,965.9 

Primary Production  7,168.5 14,109.7 17,239.8 

Residential 1,300.7 12,787.7 8,447.0 

Shipping  0.0 0.0 0.0 

Transport 0.0 26.2 10.5 

Water 0.0 0.0 25.7 

Total (ha) 11,392.3 31,323.6 34,324.7 
Source: ABS Census of Population and Housing, 1270.0.55.001 - Australian Statistical Geography Standard (ASGS): Volume 1 

- Main Structure and Greater Capital City Statistical Areas, July 2016, Mesh Block geographic boundary file.  

 

When looking at the region as a whole, 7.2% of primary production land in GWS was located 

in the North West Growth Area, 14.2% was located in the South West Growth Area and 

17.3% was located in the Western Sydney Aerotropolis. 

 

Changes in land use for these three areas between 2011 and 2016 have broadly mirrored 

regional trends. Since 2011, the total area of land classified as “primary production” declined 

by 27.3% in the North West Growth Area and 23.6% in the Western Sydney Aerotropolis. 

Primary production land in the South West Growth Area increased by 13.6% between 2011 

and 2016, possibly reflecting initiatives such as the Horsley Park Urban Farming Precinct. 

The changes in other land uses during this time period can be explored in Table 10 over the 

page, with decreases in primary production land use often corresponding with increases in 

residential, commercial, industrial, parkland or other land uses.  
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Table 10: Land use by Mesh Block category by SA2 (ha), 5 year change 2011 - 2016 (%) 

Land use by Mesh Block category by SA2 (ha), 5 year change 2011 - 2016 (%) 

Mesh Block Category  North West Growth 
Area 

South West Growth 
Area 

Western Sydney 
Aerotropolis 

Commercial  -70.4 100.0 0.0 

Education  70.0 10.2 -0.9 

Hospital/Medical 0.0 0.0 0.0 

Industrial 55.4 -2.4 0.0 

Migratory 0.0 0.0 0.0 

No Usual Residence 0.0 0.0 0.0 

Offshore 0.0 0.0 0.0 

Other 100.0 100.0 100.0 

Parkland 52.4 74.5 -10.1 

Primary Production  -27.3 13.6 -23.6 

Residential 46.2 53.2 1.5 

Shipping  0.0 0.0 0.0 

Transport -100.0 -40.0 0.0 

Water 0.0 0.0 0.0 
Source: ABS Census of Population and Housing, 1270.0.55.001 - Australian Statistical Geography Standard (ASGS): Volume 1 
- Main Structure and Greater Capital City Statistical Areas, July 2016, Mesh Block geographic boundary file. 
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Agricultural workers in GWS – place of work data   
 
The ABS place of work dataset provides data on agriculture, forestry and fishing workers 

working within a specific area. The following sections provide the most recent numbers and 

demographics for these workers working in GWS.  

 

Number and proportion of workers 

 
Table 11 shows the number and proportion of agriculture, forestry and fishing workers who 

worked in GWS in 2016. There were an estimated 5,650 persons who worked in agriculture, 

forestry and fishing across GWS in 2016. This represented just 0.7% of workers in the 

region. The highest concentration of persons who worked in agriculture, forestry and fishing 

were found in the Hawkesbury (1,150 persons), Liverpool (720 persons), Penrith (718 

persons) and Wollondilly (653 persons).  

 
Table 11: Industry of employment by Place of Work (1 Digit level), Counting employed persons aged 15 
years and over, GWS LGAs and comparative regions, 2016 

Industry of employment by Place of Work (1 Digit level), Counting employed persons aged 15 
years and over, GWS LGAs and comparative regions, 2016 

LGA/Region 
Agriculture, Forestry and 

Fishing (no.) 
% of total workers 

Blacktown 352 0.3 

Blue Mountains 222 1.2 

Camden 413 1.7 

Campbelltown 78 0.2 

Canterbury-Bankstown 134 0.1 

Cumberland 202 0.3 

Fairfield 292 0.5 

Hawkesbury 1,150 4.8 

Liverpool 720 1.1 

Parramatta 185 0.1 

Penrith 718 1.0 

The Hills Shire 540 0.8 

Wollondilly 653 5.9 
Greater Western Sydney  5,650 0.7 

Greater Sydney  9,082 0.4 

NSW  73,132 2.2 
Source: ABS Census Tablebuilder, Census of Population and Housing 2016, Place of work dataset.  
Please note: Cells in this table have been randomly adjusted to avoid the release of confidential data. No reliance should be 

placed on small cells. 

 
Figure 3 reveals the specific composition of agriculture, forestry and fishing workers in GWS 

in 2016. Of the 5,650 workers in the region, most were working in agriculture (87.0%) and 

agriculture, forestry and fishing support services (7.8%). Only 5.2% of workers were working 

in services such as aquaculture, forestry and logging, and fishing, hunting and trapping.  
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Figure 3: Composition (%) of agriculture, forestry and fishing workers (n=5,650), Counting employed 
persons aged 15 years and over, 2 digit level, Greater Western Sydney, 2016 

 
Source: ABS Census Tablebuilder, Census of Population and Housing 2016, Place of work dataset.  
Please note: Cells in this table have been randomly adjusted to avoid the release of confidential data. No reliance should be 
placed on small cells. 

 
It is also interesting to note the place of work for specific types of agriculture, forestry and 

fishing services in the region (See Table 12). When comparing GWS LGAs, agriculture 

workers were more likely to work in the Hawkesbury (93.0%), aquaculture workers mostly 

worked in Cumberland (9.9%) and forestry and logging workers mostly worked in The Hills 

Shire (9.8%). The City of Canterbury-Bankstown was the LGA most likely to have workers 

working in fishing, hunting and trapping (7.5%), agriculture, forestry and fishing support 

services (17.9%), and not further defined (6.7%). The concentration of specific agriculture, 

forestry and fishing workers across GWS is most likely linked to geography, with agriculture-

based workers mostly working in rural and peri-urban areas further inland and aquaculture 

and fishing-related workers located closer to the coast.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Agriculture, Forestry 

and Fishing, nfd, 2.0

Agriculture, 87.0

Aquaculture, 0.5

Forestry and Logging, 

1.9

Fishing, Hunting and 

Trapping, 0.8

Agriculture, Forestry 

and Fishing Support 
Services, 7.8

COMPOSITION (%) OF AGRICULTURE, FORESTRY AND FISHING 
WORKERS (N=5,650), COUNTING EMPLOYED PERSONS AGED 15 
YEARS AND OVER, 2 DIGIT LEVEL, GREATER WESTERN SYDNEY, 

2016



  34 
 

Table 12: Industry of employment by Place of Work (2 Digit level), Counting employed persons aged 15 years and over, GWS LGAs and comparative regions, 2016 

Industry of employment by Place of Work (2 Digit level), Counting employed persons aged 15 years and over, GWS LGAs and comparative regions, 2016 

LGA/Region Agriculture Aquaculture 
Forestry and 

Logging 

Fishing, 
Hunting and 

Trapping 

Agriculture, 
Forestry and 

Fishing Support 
Services 

Agriculture, 
Forestry and 
Fishing, nfd* 

Total workers 

Blacktown 82.4 0.0 0.0 0.0 10.8 3.7 352 

Blue Mountains 84.7 0.0 0.0 1.8 8.6 3.2 222 

Camden 91.5 0.7 1.0 0.0 7.7 0.0 413 

Campbelltown 76.9 0.0 3.8 0.0 16.7 0.0 78 

Canterbury-Bankstown 64.2 2.2 3.0 7.5 17.9 6.7 134 

Cumberland 72.3 9.9 4.5 0.0 9.4 3.5 202 

Fairfield 82.9 0.0 0.0 2.7 11.0 3.4 292 

Hawkesbury 93.0 0.0 0.6 0.5 4.6 1.4 1,150 

Liverpool 92.6 0.0 0.0 0.0 5.8 1.4 720 

Parramatta 70.3 0.0 4.9 3.2 16.8 5.4 185 

Penrith 87.7 0.4 0.7 0.4 8.1 1.9 718 

The Hills Shire 80.4 0.0 9.8 0.6 8.1 0.7 540 

Wollondilly 90.2 0.5 0.8 0.0 5.8 1.7 653 
Greater Western Sydney  87.0 0.5 1.9 0.8 7.8 2.0 5,650 

Greater Sydney  81.7 0.9 1.7 2.6 10.3 2.8 9,082 

NSW  86.2 0.9 2.0 1.4 8.0 1.5 73,132 
Source: ABS Census Tablebuilder, Census of Population and Housing 2016, Place of work dataset.  

Please note: Cells in this table have been randomly adjusted to avoid the release of confidential data. No reliance should be placed on small cells. 
*nfd = not further defined.  
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Finally, a greater breakdown of the place of work for agriculture, forestry and fishing workers 

in GWS can be found in Table 13. In 2016, most agriculture, forestry and fishing workers in 

the region worked in various type of agricultural industries including outdoor vegetable 

growing (19.7%), mushroom growing (9.0%) and nursery production (8.7%). The most 

prevalent livestock employers in GWS were dairy cattle farming (7.2%) and poultry farming 

(eggs) (6.9%).   

 
Table 13: Industry of employment by Place of Work (4 Digit level), Counting employed persons aged 15 
years and over, Top 10 industries for agriculture, forestry and fishing workers, GWS, 2016 

Industry of employment by Place of Work (4 Digit level), Counting employed persons aged 15 
years and over, Top 10 industries for agriculture, forestry and fishing workers, GWS, 2016 

Rank Category 
Number of 

workers 

% of Agriculture, 
Forestry and 

Fishing Workers 

1 Vegetable Growing (Outdoors) 1,111 19.7 

2 Mushroom Growing  511 9.0 

3 Nursery Production  494 8.7 

4 Dairy Cattle Farming  405 7.2 

5 Poultry Farming (Eggs) 391 6.9 

6 Agriculture, nfd* 372 6.6 

7 Other Agriculture and Fishing Support Services 282 5.0 

8 Poultry Farming, nfd* 258 4.6 

9 Beef Cattle Farming (Specialised) 243 4.3 

10 Floriculture Production (Outdoors) 195 3.5 
Source: ABS Census Tablebuilder, Census of Population and Housing 2016, Place of work dataset.  
Please note: Cells in this table have been randomly adjusted to avoid the release of confidential data. No reliance should be 
placed on small cells. 

*nfd = not further defined.  
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Demographic characteristics of workers  

 
The cross-tabulation of variables within the place of work dataset provides an overview of the 

demographic characteristics of agriculture, forestry and fishing workers working in GWS. The 

data in Table 14 shows that in 2016, most of these workers were aged 45-54 years old 

(24.8% of workers), with an additional 27.4% of workers aged 55 years and over. Most 

agriculture, forestry and fishing workers working in the region were male (58.9%), although 

just over 40% of workers were female. Only 1.5% of workers identified as Aboriginal and/or 

Torres Strait Islander.   

 

Approximately 90.8% of workers lived in GWS, and 8.3% lived outside the region. For 

workers living in the region, most lived in areas with notable agricultural activity including 

Hawkesbury (15.0%), Penrith (11.9%), Liverpool (10.9%) and Blacktown (10.6%). Just over a 

third of workers had to travel between 10 kilometres and less than 30 kilometres to their 

place of work (33.9%), and just under a quarter did not have to travel at all (24.4%), 

suggesting that they lived on the property that they work on.  

 

The employment indicators for agriculture, forestry and fishing workers working in GWS 

showed that most are employed as ‘employees’ (61.6% of workers). Approximately 16.2% of 

workers were classified as ‘owner manager of unincorporated enterprise without employees’, 

and 6.8% were classified as a ‘contributing family worker’. Most workers working in GWS 

were employed full-time (62.3%), with just over 20% stating that they worked 49 hours or 

more a week. The majority of workers working in the region were earning $1,499 or less per 

week (82.6%), and the highest level of educational attainment was a secondary education of 

Year 10 and above (42.1%).  

 

Table 15 also provides an insight into the cultural and linguistic diversity of agriculture, 

forestry and fishing workers working in GWS. In 2016, most workers in the region were born 

in Australia (54.4%) and approximately 43.8% were born overseas. Of those born overseas, 

most were born in China (9.7%), India (3.8%), Cambodia (3.6%), Malta (3.5%) and Vietnam 

(3.4%). The cultural composition of workers in the region broadly reflects those outlined by 

James (2016) in her study on Sydney’s CALD market gardeners, although there appears to 

be an anecdotal increase in workers from south-east Asian backgrounds when both sources 

are compared.  

 

The cultural backgrounds of workers are further reflected in the languages spoken at home, 

with the top languages after English (56.9%) being Cantonese (8.9%), Maltese (5.4%), 

Khmer (3.3%), Arabic (3.2%) and Vietnamese (3.1%). When looking at the self-reported 

English proficiency of workers that spoke another language, approximately 14.6% of workers 

stated that they spoke English well, while 12.2% stated that they did not speak English well 

and 2.7% stated that they did not speak English at all. Approximately 14.8% of agriculture, 

forestry and fishing workers in the region did not have Australian citizenship, and for those 

who immigrated to Australia, most arrived between 2006 and 2015 (12.0%).  
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Table 14: Demographic characteristics of Agriculture, Forestry and Fishing Workers working in GWS, 2016 

 
Source: ABS Census Tablebuilder, Census of Population and Housing 2016, Place of work dataset.  
Please note: Cells in this table have been randomly adjusted to avoid the release of confidential data. No reliance should be placed on small cells. 

 
 

Age No. % of total workers Status in employment No. % of total workers

15-24 years 609 10.8 Employee 3,481 61.6

25-34 years 909 16.1 Owner manager of incorporated enterprise with employees 319 5.6

35-44 years 1,179 20.9 Owner manager of incorporated enterprise without employees 185 3.3

45-54 years 1,402 24.8 Owner manager of incorporated enterprise - employees not stated 9 0.2

55-64 years 1,002 17.7 Owner manager of unincorporated enterprise with employees 243 4.3

65 years and over 549 9.7 Owner manager of unincorporated enterprise without employees 918 16.2

Total workers 5,650 100.0 Owner manager of unincorporated enterprise - employees not stated 17 0.3

Gender No. % of total workers Contributing family worker 382 6.8

Male 3,326 58.9 Not stated 91 1.6

Female 2,319 41.0 Not applicable 0 0.0

Total workers 5,650 100.0 Total workers 5,650 100.0

Place of usual residence No. % of total workers Labour force status No. % of total workers

Lives in GWS 5,101 90.8 Employed, worked full-time 3,520 62.3

Blacktown 597 10.6 Employed, worked part-time 1,890 33.5

Blue Mountains 220 3.9 Employed, away from work 238 4.2

Camden 337 6.0 Total workers 5,650 100.0

Campbelltown 188 3.3 Hours worked (ranges) No. % of total workers

Canterbury-Bankstown 119 2.1 None 125 2.2

Cumberland 148 2.6 1-15 hours 608 10.8

Fairfield 106 1.9 16-24 hours 569 10.1

Hawkesbury 842 15.0 25-34 hours 711 12.6

Liverpool 612 10.9 35-39 hours 943 16.7

Parramatta 108 1.9 40 hours 958 17.0

Penrith 668 11.9 41-48 hours 450 8.0

The Hills Shire 333 5.9 49 hours and over 1,169 20.7

Wollondilly 523 9.3 Not stated 115 2.0

Lives outside GWS 468 8.3 Not applicable 0 0.0

Total workers 5,616 100.0 Total workers 5,650 100.0

Distance to work (ranges) No. % of total workers Total personal income (weekly) No. % of total workers

Nil distance 1,378 24.4 Negative or nil income 80 1.4

Over 0 km to less than 2.5 km 414 7.3 $1,499 per week or less 4,668 82.6

2.5 km to less than 10 km 1,025 18.1 $1,500 per week or more 775 13.7

10 km to less than 30 km 1,914 33.9 Not stated 120 2.1

30 km to less than 50 km 599 10.6 Not applicable 0 0.0

50 km to less than 250 km 225 4.0 Total workers 5,650 100.0

250 km and over 72 1.3 Level of highest educational attainment No. % of total workers

Not applicable 5 0.1 Postgraduate Degree Level 144 2.5

Total workers 5,650 100.0 Graduate Diploma and Graduate Certificate Level 36 0.6

Indigenous status No. % of total workers Bachelor Degree Level 534 9.5

Non-Indigenous 5,533 97.9 Advanced Diploma and Diploma Level 387 6.8

Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait Islander 84 1.5 Certificate III & IV Level 869 15.4

Not stated 27 0.5 Secondary Education - Years 10 and above 2,376 42.1

Total workers 5,650 100.0 Certificate I & II Level 7 0.1

Secondary Education - Years 9 and below 814 14.4

Supplementary Codes 317 5.6

Not stated 163 2.9

Not applicable 0 0.0

Total workers 5,650 100.0

Demographic characteristics of Agriculture, Forestry and Fishing Workers working in GWS - Industry of employment by Place of Work (1 digit level), Counting 

employed persons aged 15 years and over, 2016
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Table 15:  Demographic characteristics of Agriculture, Forestry and Fishing Workers working in GWS, 2016 (continued) 

 
Source: ABS Census Tablebuilder, Census of Population and Housing 2016, Place of work dataset.  
Please note: Cells in this table have been randomly adjusted to avoid the release of confidential data. No reliance should be placed on small cells. 

Top 10 countries of birth No. % of total workers Proficiency in Spoken English/language No. % of total workers

Australia 3,071 54.4 Speaks English only 3,214 56.9

China (excludes SARs and Taiwan) 547 9.7 Speaks other language and speaks English: Very well 827 14.6

India 214 3.8 Speaks other language and speaks English: Well 739 13.1

Cambodia 202 3.6 Speaks other language and speaks English: Not well 688 12.2

Malta 197 3.5 Speaks other language and speaks English: Not at all 154 2.7

Vietnam 194 3.4 Not stated - both language and English proficiency not stated 16 0.3

Lebanon 116 2.1 Not stated - language stated, English proficiency not stated 12 0.2

England 114 2.0 Total workers 5,650 100.0

New Zealand 99 1.8 Australian citizenship No. % of total workers

Thailand 86 1.5 Australian 4,728 83.7

All other countries 706 12.5 Not Australian 838 14.8

Not stated 98 1.7 Not stated 77 1.4

Total workers 5,650 100.0 Total workers 5,650 100.0

Top 10 languages spoken at home No. % of total workers Year of arrival in Australia No. % of total workers

English 3,214 56.9 Arrived 1900-1945 0 0.0

Cantonese 502 8.9 Arrived 1946-1955 53 0.9

Maltese 306 5.4 Arrived 1956-1965 145 2.6

Khmer 189 3.3 Arrived 1966-1975 189 3.3

Arabic 183 3.2 Arrived 1976-1985 283 5.0

Vietnamese 177 3.1 Arrived 1986-1995 600 10.6

Mandarin 157 2.8 Arrived 1996-2005 428 7.6

Punjabi 132 2.3 Arrived 2006-2015 679 12.0

Italian 121 2.1 Arrived 1 Jan 2016 - 9 August 2016 19 0.3

Thai 73 1.3 Not stated 68 1.2

All other languages 559 9.9 Not applicable 3,170 56.1

Not stated 26 0.5 Total workers 5,650 100.0

Total workers 5,650 100.0

Demographic characteristics of Agriculture, Forestry and Fishing Workers working in GWS - Industry of employment by Place of Work (1 digit level), Counting employed persons aged 

15 years and over, 2016 (continued)
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Changes in workforce over time  

 
Time series data is not available through the place of work dataset, however the number and 

proportion of agriculture, forestry and fishing workers living in GWS over time can be 

obtained from place of usual residence dataset released by the ABS Time Series Profile. 

This data is therefore used to provide a general indication of how the agricultural workforce in 

GWS has changed over time.  

 
Table 16 shows that the number of workers in agriculture, forestry and fishing who lived in 

GWS increased from 5,271 workers in 2006 to 6,039 workers in 2016. As a proportion of 

workers however, the population of agriculture, forestry and fishing workers who lived in 

GWS remained stable over time (0.6% of workers in 2006, 0.5% in 2011 and 0.6% in 2016). 

Between 2006 and 2016, each GWS LGA saw a slight increase in the number and proportion 

of residents who were agriculture, forestry and fishing workers, except for Hawkesbury (-

0.6%) and The Hills Shire (-6.1%). The loss of agriculture, forestry and fishing workers living 

in Hawkesbury and The Hills Shire may be a reflection of the ongoing loss of both agricultural 

land and businesses in these areas.  
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Table 16: Industry of employment, Count of persons aged 15 years and over (excluding overseas visitors), Place of usual residence, GWS LGAs and comparative 
regions, 2006 - 2016 

Industry of employment, Count of persons aged 15 years and over (excluding overseas visitors), Place of usual residence, GWS LGAs and comparative 
regions, 2006 - 2016 

LGA/Region  

Agriculture, 
forestry 
and fishing 
(no.) 2006 

% 2006 
workers 

Agriculture, 
forestry 
and fishing 
(no.) 2011 

% 2011 
workers 

Agriculture, 
forestry 
and fishing 
(no.) 2016 

% 2016 
workers 

5 year 
change 
(no.) (2011 
– 2016) 

5 year 
change (%) 
(2011 – 
2016) 

10 year 
change 
(no.) (2006 
– 2016)  

10 year 
change (%) 
(2006 – 
2016)  

Blacktown 676 0.6 651 0.5 687 0.5 36 5.5 11 1.6 

Blue Mountains 212 0.6 183 0.5 285 0.8 102 55.7 73 34.4 

Camden 329 1.3 299 1.0 372 0.9 73 24.4 43 13.1 

Campbelltown 171 0.3 177 0.3 218 0.3 41 23.2 47 27.5 

Canterbury-Bankstown 159 0.1 142 0.1 247 0.2 105 73.9 88 55.3 

Cumberland 139 0.2 133 0.2 203 0.2 70 52.6 64 46.0 

Fairfield 299 0.5 364 0.5 484 0.7 120 33.0 185 61.9 

Hawkesbury 940 3.2 849 2.7 934 2.9 85 10.0 -6 -0.6 

Liverpool 563 0.8 548 0.7 655 0.8 107 19.5 92 16.3 

Parramatta 166 0.2 148 0.2 187 0.2 39 26.4 21 12.7 

Penrith 582 0.7 560 0.6 722 0.8 162 28.9 140 24.1 

The Hills Shire 508 0.7 450 0.6 477 0.6 27 6.0 -31 -6.1 

Wollondilly 527 2.7 513 2.4 568 2.4 55 10.7 41 7.8 
Greater Western Sydney  5,271 0.6 5,017 0.5 6,039 0.6 1,022 20.4 768 14.6 

Greater Sydney  8,518 0.4 7,796 0.4 9,919 0.4 2,123 27.2 1,401 16.4 

NSW  78,657 2.7 69,576 2.2 72,621 2.1 3,045 4.4 -6,036 -7.7 
Source: ABS Census of Population and Housing 2016, Place of Usual Residence, Time Series Profile, Table T34  
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Discussion 

The findings in this paper highlight a number of issues related to Greater Sydney’s peri-urban 

food system, including:  

 

The need for reliable and consistent data  
 
This research highlights that there are a number of ABS datasets that can be used to 

measure agricultural activity in Sydney’s peri-urban region. In addition to ABS datasets that 

are regularly drawn on to estimate agricultural business numbers and the value of 

agricultural commodities, this research suggests that other datasets such as Mesh Blocks 

and Place of Work could be used more widely to better understand agricultural land use and 

workforce characteristics in specific geographic regions such as GWS. Mesh Block data in 

particular could be better utilised to provide a more accurate assessment of the land area 

under primary production in Sydney, which many have continually called for in the past 

(Docking & Sreekumar 2008; Wilkinson 2011; James & O’Neill 2016).  

 

In saying this, this research also highlights ongoing issues with agricultural data collected by 

the ABS. The exploration of agricultural commodity data for GWS confirmed that a reliable 

longitudinal analysis of data could not be undertaken due to changes in ABS methodology 

over time and the high sampling error of more localised estimates. While the changes to ABS 

methodology since 2005-6 have attempted to address perceived undercounting of small 

farms and improve data validity, this research reinforces that changes in definitions, 

collection methodologies and thresholds continues to hinder meaningful longitudinal analysis 

(James & O’Neill 2016). The place of work data analysed also confirms the cultural diversity 

of agricultural workforce in regions such as GWS, and the ABS needs to ensure that it 

continues to account for this diversity so that the undercounting of agricultural production in 

regions like Sydney is prevented (James 2016). Overall, this research supports the ongoing 

need to produce reliable, consistent and methodologically robust longitudinal data through 

the ABS to assist in the more accurate mapping and planning of peri-urban food production 

into the future.  

 

The Mesh Block data analysis in this paper shows a significant loss of agricultural land in 

GWS, with primary production being predominantly replaced by residential, commercial and 

other land uses in a five to ten year period. Coupled with the gradual decline of agricultural 

businesses in the region, these findings suggests the need to invest in scenario modelling to 

better understand the ongoing impacts of development on Sydney’s food supply. Modelling 

the immediate or future loss of agricultural production in Sydney has not occurred for a 

number of years but food system modelling has continued to evolve over time. More recent 

food supply scenario modelling for Melbourne shows that a series of ‘what if’ questions can 

be asked about current and future actions, so that the interactions between different 

elements in a complex system can be explored (for example, the interaction between 

farmland loss and the economic value of the city’s food bowl) (Carey, Larsen, Sheridan & 

Candy 2016; Deloitte Access Economics 2016). The ability for policy makers and planners to 

explore the impact of interactions, particularly in economic terms, is particularly useful in 

bolstering its political defensibility and reducing its chances of being undermined over time. 

Despite data gaps and methodological limitations to food supply scenario modelling, its use 
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in the Sydney context would allow the impact of planning decisions on the city’s food bowl to 

be further scrutinised and provide guidance on potential directions the city is heading in.    

 

The need for integrated policymaking and planning 
 
The significant loss of agricultural land in GWS, shown in the data over a five to ten year 

period, suggests that market-driven planning instruments for Sydney to date have been 

largely ineffectual in curbing this loss. Analysis by the SASA Working Group (2017) concurs 

with this assessment, outlining that previous rural land SEPPs have been underutilised in 

metropolitan regions and LEPs, in combination with DCPs, have been limited in their ability 

to address existing land use conflicts. As mentioned, there have been a range of state-wide 

and metropolitan planning instruments developed by NSW government bodies in recent 

years, but it is unclear how effective they have or will be in protecting agricultural land in the 

Greater Sydney region. Some concerns include the NSW Right to Farm Policy protecting the 

rights to farm but not preventing agricultural land from being converted to other land uses, 

and the shift of GSC’s A Metropolis of Three Cities metropolitan planning strategy to include 

District Plans which may create a segregated approach to peri-urban agriculture contrary to 

the region’s needs. Further research is crucially needed to evaluate the impact of recently 

adopted planning instruments on Sydney’s current agricultural land resources.  

 

Based on the findings of this paper, there are also a number of planning interventions that 

should be considered to help preserve peri-urban agricultural land across Greater Sydney. 

The first measure could include strengthening the current right to farm policy through 

introducing right to farm legislation. Right to farm legislation, which has been widely 

implemented internationally, takes away the common law right to sue for nuisance caused by 

a farmer to neighbouring rural residential use as long as they are carrying out good 

management practices (Sinclair 1999). There have been a number of Australian states that 

have adopted forms of right to farm legislation to protect their city food bowls, including South 

Australia’s Environment and Food Production Areas (EFPA) as part of their Planning, 

Development and Infrastructure Act 2016 and Tasmania’s Primary Industry Activities 

Protection Act 1995 (Carey, Sheridan & Larsen 2018). The NSW Government should 

consider adopting similar right to farm legislation, as well as incorporating complementing 

principles into the overarching EP&A Act so it can meet its purpose and not be overridden by 

other environmental planning factors. These measures, however, still need to exist alongside 

other complementary interventions to be effective.  

 

There have been sustained calls for a type of urban growth boundary coupled with a 

greenbelt for Greater Sydney (James 2016; SASA Working Group 2017), however the 

success of these measures in other parts of Australia and abroad have been mixed. Existing 

measures in Melbourne, including an urban growth boundary and green zones legislated by 

the Metropolitan Green Wedge Protection Act 2003, have not prevented ongoing loss of 

farmland as the “permanent” boundary has been extended three times by the state 

parliament. Widely acclaimed international greenbelts like Toronto’s Golden Horseshoe have 

also had challenges, including the area being leapfrogged by development and continuing 

outside of it, the ongoing viability of farms, and the increasing amount of non-agricultural land 

uses within the greenbelt (James 2016; Carey, Sheridan & Larsen 2018). There has also 

been concern that many farmers in greenbelts have a perceived ‘loss’ of development rights 
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as they cannot sell to developers when they no longer want to farm, leading to the 

consideration of initiatives such as the purchase or transfer of development rights (PDR or 

TDR) in these circumstances. PDR involves selling the development rights of farmland to a 

government or non-government organisation in return for a covenant that states the land only 

be used for agricultural purposes, while TDR occurs when the landowner sells their 

development rights to developers to build at greater density at another location so their land 

is preserved for agriculture (Sinclair 1999). Overall, there have been significant constraints 

identified in the adoption of PDRs and TDRs in NSW and the success of a fixed urban 

growth boundary in Greater Sydney would most likely be hindered by the current location of 

the city’s growth areas and significant planning projects such as the Western Sydney 

Aerotropolis (SASA Working Group 2017; Buxton & Butt 2020). It is therefore believed that 

existing planning initiatives, such as the agricultural precincts in the Western Sydney 

Aerotropolis and Western Sydney Parklands, may be more effective in retaining Sydney’s 

peri-urban agricultural activity when coupled with strong management plans on a local level.  

 

It should be noted that there are other planning measures on both state and local 

government levels that have been recommended for Greater Sydney which require ongoing 

investigation (SASA Working Group 2017). This includes more stringent risk assessment, 

evaluation and negotiation processes to guide land use conflict or agricultural land 

conversion to urban development; utilisation of underutilised crown or flood prone land for 

agricultural activities; and encouraging multifunctional peri-urban agriculture through 

business diversification incentives, land leasing arrangements and community development 

activities.   

 

On a systemic level, there is a need for an integrated policy framework that recognises peri-

urban agriculture as an important part of the whole food system. Scholars such as Carey, 

Sheridan, Larsen & Candy (2016) suggest that a ‘joined up’ policy approach needs to 

consider a range of policy responses (regulatory, co-regulatory and market-based) and 

encourage collaboration across disciplines (such as land use planning, water, agriculture and 

economic development), levels of government (local, state and federal) and stakeholders 

(government and non-government) to best protect agricultural land on city fringes. State and 

local governments already have policy responsibilities across these areas and closer 

coordination and cooperation will be increasingly necessary, however federal involvement 

may also be increasingly required as these challenges are faced by all major Australian 

cities. To date, food and agriculture policy approaches in Australia have narrowly mirrored 

the interests of industry food regimes (Carey, Caraher, Lawrence & Friel 2015), but the 

findings from this research suggests that a more integrated approach is warranted for city 

regions such as Greater Sydney. While a range of policy responses have been outlined 

above, determining the best mix will require a deeper investigation into the stakeholders of 

the current planning system in the coming sections.  

 

Winners and losers in a market-driven planning system  
 
The adoption of an integrated policy approach to retain agricultural land in regions such as 

Greater Sydney could prove challenging with the current state-based land use planning 

system. In NSW, the planning system has tended to favour private developers who can 

convert agricultural land into high economic land uses such as housing (Budge 2013). The 
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continued use of a top down centralised government structure, which privileges federal and 

state government decision-making, has subsequently led to local governments having limited 

power in preserving productive agricultural land or maintaining urban growth that fall within 

their municipal boundaries. There has also been recent changes that suggest the further 

privileging of state government powers in the NSW planning system, such as the introduction 

of planning panels that reduce deliberative, participatory community input in development 

decisions or the imposition of housing development targets on local councils by metropolitan 

planning processes (Montoya 2019). This situation suggests the need for an ongoing 

rebalancing of governance arrangements across the planning system, which will be 

discussed further in coming sections.  

 

While metropolitan planning in Greater Sydney has received statutory recognition in recent 

times (namely through the Greater Sydney Commission Act 2015 (NSW)), it has historically 

struggled to adequately recognise the importance of peri-urban agriculture and its key 

workers in the city (James 2016; SASA Working Group 2017; Montoya 2019). Sydney’s 

metropolitan planning has also been dubbed ‘diversity blind’ as it has often ignored, 

overlooked or struggled to engage with culturally diverse farmers throughout the planning 

process. This has been attributed to a number of reasons, including language barriers, lack 

of information, mistrust of government agencies, and not fitting the image of the ‘white Aussie 

farmer’ (James 2016). The findings of this paper reiterate the cultural and linguistic diversity 

of agricultural workers on Sydney’s fringe, and the need to embrace an intercultural 

approach in the city’s metropolitan planning process. An intercultural approach aims to 

acknowledge and rectify the cultural and racial inequalities historically found in the process, 

providing a space where culturally diverse groups can participate equally and have their 

views included in the city’s vision and decision making (James 2016). This paper also 

highlights the limited engagement of Aboriginal people in agricultural work in GWS, 

suggesting the need to further recognise and invest in Aboriginal food knowledge and 

practices as it is crucial to both effective natural resource management and Indigenous 

people’s food sovereignty.  

 

The findings of this paper suggest that farmers in GWS have been losing their agricultural 

farms and businesses to development over time, although not all may see themselves as a 

‘loser’ of the state’s planning regime. Past research has shown that farmers on Sydney’s 

fringe who own their land may have a desire to leave farming and sell their land for 

development, particularly as they are increasingly being affected by ‘cost-price squeeze’ 

where cost of farming inputs rise and farm gate prices fall due to competition from major 

retailers and cheap imports (Carey, Sheridan & Larsen 2018). While not always the case, 

those wishing to sell may try to capitalise on land speculation and use their farming property 

sale as a means of superannuation in retirement or children’s inheritance, particularly as they 

age or their children pursue other non-farming careers (James 2016). For farmers leasing 

land in regions such as GWS, there is often less of a desire for their land to be lost to 

development as this is their primary way of making a living and it discourages farming 

expansion, however they have little power over this if the owner decides to sell. Lessees who 

are forced to vacate their rented land may choose to move their agricultural business 

elsewhere, but this is often a substantial cost to both the grower and consumer in terms of 

infrastructure, increased travel and loss of community networks (Carey et al 2011; James 
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2016). As the cost of land and farming in city food bowls such as Greater Sydney increases, 

the opportunity to undertake farming that is profitable and sustainable becomes less of a 

reality for both existing and new farmers. New farmers in particular find it difficult to initiate or 

continue farming due to high land and farming costs, as well as other challenges such as low 

returns, access to labour and ongoing right to farm conflicts. There is a need for a range of 

initiatives (such as biodiversity offsets, stamp duty exemptions or agribusiness support 

networks) that support Sydney’s farmers at all stages of their life and place a greater 

emphasis on the value of agricultural land. Specifically, these initiatives need to find ways 

that encourage new farming while also supporting exiting farmers in a way that does lead to 

the total loss of the food bowl on the city’s fringe.  

 

The Western Sydney Aerotropolis agribusiness precinct, as well as the complementing 

Horsley Park Urban Farming Precinct at Western Sydney Parklands, appears to provide an 

upcoming opportunity to retain peri-urban agriculture in the rapidly developing Greater 

Sydney region. Both precincts are envisioned to create employment in food production and 

processing for local residents, with the aim of providing fresh and value-added foods to local, 

domestic and global markets (KPMG 2017; Western Sydney Parklands 2019). The draft 

Aerotropolis plans place a particularly strong focus on the agribusiness precinct being “a 

catalyst for agricultural export for the region…that will service an increasing demand 

nationally and internationally for high quality fresh food” (Western Sydney Planning 

Partnership 2019, p. 60), while the Horsley Park Urban Farming Precinct’s “larger operations 

will likely supply Sydney Markets, export from Western Sydney airport or hold contracts with 

supermarkets…” (Western Sydney Parklands 2019, p. 19). Recent submissions during the 

Aerotropolis Plan’s public exhibition stage do however highlight that the importance of these 

agribusiness precincts “is not solely derived from its economic value of export potential, but 

also for local food security [and] the latter should be maximised to ensuring fresh food 

supplies to Western Sydney” (WSROC 2020, p. 15). As the agricultural precincts for both 

Western Sydney Aerotropolis and Western Sydney Parklands evolve, key stakeholders 

should also consider how employment programs and opportunities can be created for 

marginalised community groups, such as at-risk young people, as they have been known as 

sites of skill development and a place where traditionally overlooked residents can have an 

ongoing voice in shaping the region’s food system into the future (Botelho 1999).  

 

The need for better planner support  
 
The decline in agricultural land and activity in GWS suggests that better support for land use 

planners is needed to preserve peri-urban agriculture in the region. It is widely known that 

much of the onus is on local government planners to use state-level policy frameworks to 

facilitate positive change on the ground, yet there is often a struggle for these high level 

ambitions to be realised in practice. Council planners often have to balance a range of 

conflicting interests, stakeholders and policies with any development decision, and the 

preservation of municipal agricultural activity is further hindered by factors such as lack of 

political will and leadership, short term election cycles vulnerable to shifting priorities, lack of 

internal or external champions, insufficient budgets, prohibitive by-laws, and low awareness 

or technical knowledge (White & Natelson 2012; Pires & Burton 2013; Hawkes & Halliday 

2017). While the interest in food systems planning has increased over time, there is a need 

for the NSW government to invest in an ongoing review of all land use planning guidance to 
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understand and correct the impediments to preserving peri-urban agriculture. This ongoing 

review process needs to be further backed up with professional development and training 

(such as the Food Sensitive Planning and Urban Design (FSPUD) program) which provides 

local planners with practical advice and support on how they can realistically navigate 

overarching statutory frameworks and encourage agricultural activity within their communities 

(Donovan, Larsen & McWhinnie 2011; Carey, Sheridan & Larsen 2018).  

 

The need for strong governance mechanisms  
 
The current neoliberal governance model of Australia’s public sector does not support an 

integrated policy approach that recognises the importance of peri-urban agriculture in 

Australian city food systems (Buxton & Butt 2020). Policy coordination across government 

levels, between government departments and with key stakeholders has historically been 

hindered by a range of systemic factors. The top down, centralised governance structure has 

ultimately encouraged blame-shifting or cost-shifting between federal and state governments, 

created a culture of departmentalism or siloed work, and discouraged bottom-up, community-

driven participation in planning and policy processes. This is further compounded by a 

general absence of federal government responsibility for urban and regional planning issues 

in commonwealth legislation, as well as restricted powers for lower levels of government 

(Budge 2013; Slade 2014). There have been a number of solutions suggested to address 

this fragmentation, including an agreed national policy or strategy framework incorporating 

the protection of farmland within cities. While there are no signs that this will emerge in the 

near future, the effectiveness of such a national framework would be amplified by the support 

by a number of factors. This includes a dedicated department, senior minister or overarching 

body to coordinate policy priorities (Adams & Galvin 2015), greater constitutional recognition 

of national and local government powers in urban and regional planning issues (Budge 

2013), greater commitment to and statutory recognition of metropolitan and regional planning 

in general (Buxton & Butt 2020) and more robust public sector feedback loops that 

rebalances power across government levels and encourages multistakeholder participation 

in complex urban issues such as peri-urban food production (Slade 2014).  

 
There appears to be a range of governance arrangements across current planning projects 

in Western Sydney that involve peri-urban agricultural investment. While still relatively new, 

governance structures such as the Western Sydney City Deal and the Western Sydney 

Planning Partnership have allowed unprecedented collaboration between all three levels of 

government in the development of the Western Sydney Aerotropolis and the surrounding 

Western Parkland City. In terms of the Aerotropolis Agribusiness Precinct, there has been a 

concerted effort in engaging with hundreds of stakeholders across government levels, 

industry and community organisations through recent feasibility studies and forums (NSW 

Department of Primary Industries 2019; UNSW Future Food Systems 2019). Through its 

master planning processes, the Western Sydney Parklands Trust has also worked closely 

with Fairfield City Council to ensure it has appropriate planning controls for Horsley Park 

Urban Farm Precinct, and has committed to “collectively engaging with stakeholders across 

government, the commercial sector and community organisations” (Western Sydney 

Parklands 2019, p. 8). In addition, established networks such as the Sydney Peri-Urban 

Network of Councils (SPUN) provide a space to empower councils located on the fringe of 

the Sydney metropolitan region to advocate for peri-urban issues and work with higher levels 
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of government on policy solutions (Dench et al 2014; SPUN 2015; Ruoso & Plant 2018). 

While all these current collaborative governance structures appear promising, the 

establishment of a mechanism specifically focusing on the region’s food system (such as an 

advisory committee or strategic alliance) would allow relevant stakeholders to develop a 

common vision and actions for the city’s food bowl. The mechanism should adopt a collective 

impact approach where a range of stakeholders are engaged as legitimate co-designers and 

producers of policy solutions, rather than token advisors. This can be difficult to achieve, 

particularly when lobbying and pressure tactics are used by land owners, developers and 

businesses to influence and assert their dominance in decision making. This suggests a 

need for more guidance in how to practically engage and manage tensions between 

stakeholders, including private sector representatives, so that desired policy outcomes are 

achieved (Hawkes & Halliday 2017).  

 

The need to build a resilient food system for times of crisis  
 
The findings in this paper suggest that food production in GWS, the peri-urban region of 

Sydney, makes a notable contribution to Greater Sydney’s gross value of agricultural 

production but makes less of a contribution on a state and national level. Because of this, the 

contribution and significance of peri-urban food production in many Australian cities has 

largely been dismissed and for Sydney in particular, the retention of productive agricultural 

land on the fringe has not been considered absolutely necessary for the city’s future resource 

needs (James 2016; Buxton, Carey & Phelan 2016). In addition, Australia is generally 

regarded as food secure, exporting around 70% of its agricultural production and importing 

only 11% of food and beverages (Hatfield-Dodds & Gooday 2020). This overall perception 

however has masked the vulnerabilities of the current food system, particularly in times of 

crisis.  

 

Like many cities, Sydney has recently been hit by multiple shocks and stresses such as 

drought, bushfires, storms and floods, and the global coronavirus pandemic. The rapid 

succession of these shocks has tested the resilience of the city’s food supply, with shortages 

of essential items at supermarkets due to panic buying and supply chain disruptions, and a 

rise in food prices for items further impacted by climate-related events. The situation has 

further highlighted the potential of urban and peri-urban food production in increasing the 

resilience and capacity of city region food systems to withstand and recover from crises, 

mainly through reducing dependence on distant food supplies, and maximising the 

sustainable use of natural resources for more localised food production (Carey, Larsen, 

Sheridan & Candy 2016). This is further supported by a recent study on the 2010/11 

Brisbane floods (Smith et al 2015) which suggested that the resilience of the city’s food 

system was improved by the presence of both long and short food supply chains, with 

shorter, more localised chains responding rapidly with food shortage solutions, connecting 

local farmers with consumers who had produce to sell, and finding alternative routes for 

small distribution vehicles.  

 

Peri-urban agriculture in GWS could also play a role in supporting and diversifying Sydney’s 

economy which has been significantly disrupted by the global coronavirus pandemic. Peri-

urban agriculture could counter losses currently being experienced in other sectors (such as 

hospitality) and further increase the city’s resilience to national and international shocks. This 
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paper has highlighted that peri-urban agricultural jobs in the region are important for local 

residents from CALD backgrounds, but if job losses were to occur, there could be difficulties 

in re-skilling and re-deploying some of these workers to other sectors due to issues with 

English proficiency, limited education or long commuting distances. In addition, the pandemic 

has unearthed additional shortcomings in peri-urban agricultural operations in the region, 

such as the loss of international agricultural workers as a result of border closures and the 

difficulty in filling these low-paid, physically intensive roles with unemployed local workers. As 

work is undertaken to rebuild Sydney’s economy, emergency management and resiliency 

planning processes need to seriously consider the overall value of Sydney’s urban and peri-

urban agriculture and how it can best contribute to building a more sustainable and resilient 

city now and in the future.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



  49 
 

Conclusion  

In conclusion, this paper shows the ongoing loss of agricultural land and activity in peri-urban 

areas such as Greater Western Sydney (GWS). The loss of land zoned for primary 

production over a five to ten year period has been particularly significant, being replaced by 

residential, commercial and other land uses. Market driven planning instruments for Greater 

Sydney have historically been ineffectual in curbing this loss, although newly adopted 

planning tools working to preserve agricultural activity are still to be evaluated.  

 

Despite its ongoing loss, agricultural activity in GWS continues to make a substantial 

economic contribution to Greater Sydney’s food system. There needs to be a greater 

recognition of this contribution, not just in economic terms, but in terms of its contribution to 

the city’s diversity, sustainability, liveability and resilience. The findings of this paper suggest 

that without significant intervention, Greater Sydney is well on its way to losing its productive 

food bowl in the coming decades.  

 

The findings of this paper also reinforce the need for an integrated, whole of government 

planning response to peri-urban agriculture in Greater Sydney. The following actions are 

recommended to make this a reality:  

 

Issue Actions 
Lead 
government 
level(s)  

The need for 
reliable and 
consistent data 

Produce reliable and consistent longitudinal data 
on peri-urban agriculture for Australia’s city regions 
through the Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS). 

Commonwealth 
Government  

Undertake updated food systems scenario 
modelling for Greater Sydney to understand the 
impact of current and future planning decisions on 
the city’s peri-urban agricultural assets.  

State 
Government  

The need for 
integrated 
policymaking 
and planning  

Evaluate the impact of recently adopted planning 
instruments on Greater Sydney’s current 
agricultural land resources.  

State 
Government  

Strengthen the NSW Right to Farm Policy through 

introducing right to farm legislation, along with 
incorporating similar principles into the overarching 
EP&A Act so it can meet its purpose.  

State 
Government 

Continue investigating a range of planning 
measures that encourage peri-urban agriculture in 
Greater Sydney such as:   

(i) More stringent risk assessment, evaluation 
and negotiation processes;  

(ii) Utilisation of underutilised crown or flood 
prone land; and 

(iii) Business diversification incentives, land 
leasing arrangements and community 
development activities. 

State 
Government, 
Local 
Government 
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Issue Actions 
Lead 
government 
level(s)  

Winners and 
losers in a 
market-driven 
planning system  

Implement an intercultural approach in Greater 
Sydney’s metropolitan planning processes to 
ensure CALD peri-urban farmers can actively and 
equally participate in this process.  

State 
Government 

Invest in Aboriginal food knowledge systems and 
practices as part of managing Greater Sydney’s 
peri-urban agricultural assets.  

State 
Government, 
Local 
Government 

Explore a range of initiatives that support new and 
exiting peri-urban farmers while also preserving 
Greater Sydney’s food bowl, such as biodiversity 
offsets, stamp duty exemptions, or agribusiness 
support networks. 

State 
Government, 
Local 
Government 

Consider employment programs and opportunities 
for marginalised community groups, such as at-risk 
young people, at the agribusiness precincts at 
Western Sydney Aerotropolis and Western Sydney 
Parklands.  

Commonwealth 
Government, 
State 
Government  

The need for 
better planner 
support  

Invest in professional development and training 
which provides local planners with practical advice 
and support on how they can realistically navigate 
overarching statutory frameworks and encourage 
agricultural activity within their communities.  

State 
Government, 
Local 
Government 

The need for 
strong 
governance 
mechanisms  

Implement a national policy or strategy framework 
incorporating the protection of farmland within 
Australian cities, supported by relevant legal and 
institutional reforms.  

Commonwealth 
Government 

Establish a mechanism (such as an advisory 
committee or strategic alliance) specifically 
focusing on bringing together government, 
business and community stakeholders in 
developing a common vision and actions for 
Greater Sydney’s  food bowl. 

State 
Government 

Develop a set of guidelines on how to practically 
engage and manage tensions between 
stakeholders when planning for Greater Sydney’s 
food bowl.  

State government  

The need to 
build a resilient 
food system for 
times of crisis 

Consider the overall value and contribution of 
Sydney’s urban and peri-urban agriculture in 
Greater Sydney’s emergency management and 
resiliency planning processes.  

State government  
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Appendices  
 

Appendix 1: Greater Sydney Commission’s current and future growth areas 
 

 
 
Source:  Greater Sydney Commission (GSC) 2018, Greater Sydney Region Plan A Metropolis of Three Cities – connecting 

people, GSC, Parramatta, viewed 7 April 2020, http://bit,ly/3amcmvc 
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Appendix 2: Greater Sydney Commission’s Three Cities Model  
 

 
 
Source:  Greater Sydney Commission (GSC) 2018, Greater Sydney Region Plan A Metropolis of Three Cities – connecting 

people, GSC, Parramatta, viewed 7 April 2020, http://bit,ly/3amcmvc 
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Appendix 3: Western Sydney Aerotropolis Draft Structure Plan (2019) 
 

 
 
Source:   Western Sydney Planning Partnership 2019, Western Sydney Aerotropolis Plan Draft – for public comment, NSW  

Department of Planning, Industry and Environment, Parramatta, viewed 7 April 2020, http://go.aws/2UshrN7 
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Appendix 4: Horsley Park Urban Farming Precinct (2019) 
 

 
 
Source:  Western Sydney Parklands 2019, Horsley Park Urban Farming Master Plan 2019, Western Sydney Parklands Trust, 

Parramatta, viewed 7 April 2020, http://bit.ly/2Ut0YZ4 
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Appendix 5: Mesh Block land use categories and criteria  

 
Mesh Blocks reflect land use boundaries where possible. For example, residential areas are 

separated from commercial or primary production areas. Mesh Blocks are therefore broadly 

categorised by land use. The Mesh Block category is not designed to provide a definitive 

land use map. It is purely indicative of the main land use for a Mesh Block, based on a range 

of general land use indicators. The land use categories and their criteria are described 

below. 

 

 Residential: Generally, residential areas have been separated from other land uses. 

Residential Mesh Blocks can include houses, duplexes, apartments, serviced/long stay 

apartments, townhouses, gated communities, complexes, caravan parks, retirement 

villages, military bases where people live, and prisons. 

 Commercial: Mesh Blocks categorised as commercial will contain a number of 

businesses, and where possible, will have a zero population count. Some commercial 

Mesh Blocks may contain population, for example, where a residential flat is above a 

shop. 

 Industrial: Mesh Blocks categorised as industrial will contain a number of businesses, 

and where possible, will have a zero population count. 

 Parkland: Mesh Blocks with parkland, nature reserves and other minimal use protected 

or conserved areas have been categorised as Parkland. Parkland Mesh Blocks may 

also include any public open space and sporting arena or facility whether enclosed or 

open to the public, including racecourses, golf courses and stadiums. 

 Education: Education Mesh Blocks aim to capture education facilities and may contain 

population in non-private dwellings such as boarding schools or universities. 

 Hospital/Medical: Mesh Blocks with hospital or medical facilities have been classified 

as such. Hospital/Medical Mesh Blocks will also include aged care facilities, which are 

independent to larger retirement villages. 

 Transport: Mesh Blocks which only contain road or rail features have been categorised 

as transport. 

 Primary Production: Primary production has replaced the previous category of 

agricultural. Mesh Blocks categorised as primary production must have more than 50 

per cent of their area attributed to a primary production land use, and has been 

categorised as this using a range of available datasets. Mesh Blocks which were 

previously categorised as agricultural and did not meet this criteria were categorised as 

other. 

 Water: Water Mesh Blocks aim to identify water bodies where possible. 

 Other: Mesh Blocks classified as other are representative of land uses which could not 

be easily placed in one of the other nine categories due to the nature of the land use, or 

due to evidence of high mixed use. 

 
Source:  Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS) 2016, 1270.0.55.001 - Australian Statistical Geography Standard (ASGS): 

Volume 1 - Main Structure and Greater Capital City Statistical Areas, July 2016 – Mesh Blocks (MB), viewed 18 

August 2020, https://bit.ly/315ZozO  
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