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WHAT THIS RESEARCH IS ABOUT 
 
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. 

Australian cities, such as Greater Sydney, have experienced unprecedented growth over the last 

three decades, and the threat of urban encroachment on its peri-urban agriculture has attracted 

ongoing public attention. The aim of this research 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. 

 

PLANNING AND POLICY CONTEXT OF THIS RESEARCH  
 
Planning instruments have historically impacted peri-urban agriculture in the Greater Sydney 

region in various ways. There are a number of current land use policies and plans under the 

overarching Environmental Planning and Assessment Act 1979 (NSW) that affect peri-urban 

agriculture in Greater Sydney. This includes, but is not limited to:  
 

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

Development) 2019 (NSW) 

 NSW Right to Farm Policy 2015 

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

Plans 

 Local planning policy frameworks, including Local Environment Plans (LEPs) and 

Development Control Plans (DCPs).  
 

There are also two state significant developments in GWS that incorporate agriculture in their 

current and future planning. This includes the Western Sydney Aerotropolis Agribusiness Precinct 

and the Western Sydney Parklands Horsley Park Urban Farming Precinct.  
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HOW THE RESEARCH WAS UNDERTAKEN 
 

Agricultural data for GWS was retrieved and analysed from four datasets from the Australian 

Bureau of Statistics (ABS):  
 

 Regional statistics data for the number of agricultural, forestry and fishing 

businesses.  

 Agricultural commodities data on the value of agricultural commodities.  

 Mesh block data for land use changes between 2006, 2011 and 2016.  

 Place of work data on the number and demographic characteristics of agriculture, 

forestry and fishing workforce.  
 

KEY FINDINGS  
 

The main findings of this research 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 fulltime (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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These Mesh Block maps show the rapid loss of agricultural land in Greater Western Sydney 

(GWS) between 2006 and 2011.  

 

The light green on the map represents land classified as “primary production” and shows its loss to land 

uses such as “other” (light grey), “residential” (orange) and “parkland” (dark green).  

 

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.  

 

Without significant intervention, Greater Sydney is well on its way to losing its productive food 

bowl in the coming decades. 

2011 

5 year change 

(2011 – 2016)  

 

2016 
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POLICY AND PRACTICE IMPLICATIONS 
 
The findings of this research highlight a number of issues related to Greater Sydney’s peri-

urban food system including:  

 

 The need for reliable and consistent data  

 The need for integrated policymaking and planning  

 Winners and losers in a market-driven planning system  

 The need for better planner support and strong governance mechanisms 

 The need to build a resilient food system for times of crisis 
 
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  

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   
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Issue Actions 
Lead 
government 
level(s)  

Winners and losers 
in a market-driven 
planning system 
(continued) 

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 

 

 

For the full research paper ‘Measuring agricultural land use on Sydney’s fringe: a 

case study from Greater Western Sydney’, please visit the WESTIR Limited website at 

www.westir.org.au 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

http://www.westir.org.au/
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