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NSW North Coast
Most sectors of the rural property market on 
the New South Wales North Coast appear to be 
relatively positive despite current world events. 
The exceptions are the sugar cane and chicken 
broiler farm industries. The dramatic slump in world 
oil prices has resulted in the world sugar price 
slumping from a peak of US$0.1578 per pound on 
12 February 2020 to a current price below US$0.10 
per pound. This follows a period of challenging, 
relatively low world sugar prices for a number of 
years. A number of New South Wales North Coast 
chicken broiler farmers no longer have chicken 
growing agreements and the balance of the 
growers face this prospect over the next 12 months.

For other parts of the rural market, selling agents 
indicate that there is continued strong interest 
from genuine prospective purchasers for rural 
property. A low supply of listings of properties to 
sell is a common comment. Beef cattle grazing and 
macadamia farms below $2 million in value are 
in high demand. The Coronavirus event seems to 
have encouraged urban based buyers to consider 
purchasing smaller rural properties for the greater 
space available and the opportunity to be more self 
sufficient. Agricultural processors such as sugar 
mills, soya bean drying and processing facilities, 
dairy factories, macadamia nut processors etc. 
have all modified operations in the face of the 
Coronavirus to hopefully prevent any disruption 

to their activities during time-critical receival and 
processing windows. 

Central Tablelands 
The majority of sentiment and opinion is that 
the negative impact of the Coronavirus will be 
outweighed by the positive impact of three main 
factors we have been seeing lately that have been 
driving strong property value growth: strong 
commodity prices; low interest rates; and the 
reduced volume of property being offered for sale.

On top of this is a boost due to cheaper fuel prices 
(for the moment) and the widespread rainfall.

Commodity prices remain strong and there is 
optimism that they may strengthen further. Articles 
in the press refer to the Coronavirus pandemic 
causing global shortages of food.

If the improved seasonal conditions continue and 
a general climb out of drought occurs, it is difficult 
to predict the result on the market for producers 
who are considering selling rural property. With 
improved seasonal conditions, there may be an 
increase in the volume of rural property put to 
the market leading to a softening in the market. 
Alternatively, producers may have renewed 
optimism to hold and continue operating the 
property they had been considering to sell. 

There is also an opinion that primary industries 
(and rural property) may be the last ones to feel 
the pinch of global calamities. Other sectors are 
impacted immediately and others soon after, but 
rural industries are the last to be impacted, some 
time afterwards.

Primary industry appears to be continuing on, far 
less affected by the Coronavirus than other sectors. 
Rural property values and confidence in rural 
property as an asset should continue to rise.

CEO’S ADDRESS  
The significance of 2020 and the way we have 
addressed the global threat of Coronavirus will 
fill pages in history books.

The breakneck speed at which this crisis has 
driven important decisions across all facets of 
life is extraordinary. From health, to politics to 
the economy, we have seen incredible pivots all 
designed to minimise the fallout and help steer 
us back to normality.

The new rules imposed by the crisis have 
become central to our business too. We want 
to ensure clients continue to receive the best 
possible advice so they can make clear decisions 
around their property needs both for today, and 
the long-term.

Our rural property section provides for 
compelling commentary this month. Primary 
producers are essential contributors under the 
current regime and many regional centres are 
seeing little in terms of infection. That said, not 

all communities are tracking the same economic 
path, so having specialist advice is vital when 
making important long-term investment 
decisions in this sector.

Our company is uniquely placed in the industry 
to provide commentary like no other about the 
state of our nation’s property markets under 
the virus threat. Our valuer are specialists who 
work daily in their fields of expertise. They 
understand their markets to a nuanced level 
and are on the spot to see real-time changes in 
activity.

This month’s edition of  
Month In Review shares 
insights from this unparalleled 
knowledge base.

Gary Brinkworth 
CEO
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Recent sales in the horticultural and dryland sector 
suggests that while there may not be as many 
prospective purchasers, the level of activity has 
continued the strong trend of firming values for the 
time being at least. 

A recent conversation with a relatively remote 
landholder provides an interesting perspective of 
their thoughts during this time:

“Perhaps a full understanding of implications 
was a little slow to start with regarding social 
distancing and slowing the spread out here, for 
example shearing well before Easter saw visitors 
who didn’t need to be there calling in. At the end 
of week one, a sign was erected by the owner 
to restrict entry. Our contractor was being very 
vigilant, set strict protocols, discouraged any 
visitors and encouraged staff to stay home at 
weekends. They are still shearing and crutching 
which is a positive for these guys. The message 
is to be careful, although my opinion from four 
weeks ago is that our risk is fairly low - and we 
need to keep doing what we need to do, that is, 
get on with business.

The biggest thing locally is that the extensive and 
widespread rain recently has been a huge positive 
change of focus as the pandemic escalated. 
Lambing’s just started so there’s a good feeling of 
optimism around here given the near-perfect start 
to the season. Prices have not been impacted yet 
and we are going full steam with the good season 
and have just purchased additional breeding ewes 
to make the most of the seasonal conditions. It 
may not be the case for everyone around here 
but we are confident to invest as much as we can 

Mildura
While the Coronavirus pandemic is causing a lot 
of concern for all business classes, the agri sector 
seems less prone to being seriously affected. 
The wine grape harvest was completed without 
incident with total production down slightly. 
Table grapes continue to be harvested and while 
there has been some supply chain disruptions, 
particularly for the export market, prices have 
remained relatively firm with an expectation 
that overall levels will be slightly down from the 
previous year. The citrus industry in these parts 
is gearing up for the upcoming picking season. A 
requirement for protocols to be observed adds 
some costs and workload, but generally hasn’t 
restrained necessary activities.

There is a feeling that fresh food (especially fruit 
and vegetables) will be in stronger demand, with 
the large majority of people eating at home more 
and also looking for healthier options. This is 
likely to be the case in overseas markets as well 
as in Australia.

The devaluation in the Australian dollar will help 
export markets, however some discretionary 
products (higher value wine, seafood, more 
expensive cuts of meat etc.) might feel a downturn 
due to the weaker economy, which may benefit 
lower standard foods. 

There is no obvious decline in buyer sentiment 
locally. Buyers are looking ahead to what their 
market fundamentals will be in one to two years, 
not the next three months. They see a combination 
of improved seasons, favourable exchange rates 
and low interest rates equating to opportunity. 

Southern & Western NSW
General sales activity across southern and western 
New South Wales continues to be a level that would 
indicate that confidence levels within the market 
are still reasonably elevated.

A large factor in this level of elevated confidence 
is from the above average rainfall received in most 
areas over the last eight weeks. An example of this 
is some cultivation country recently valued to the 
west of Tottenham in central New South Wales. This 
area generally receives 450 mm per annum and 
over the last eight weeks has received 250 mm. 
Obviously this is a great start to the season and it 
would be expected that a large winter cereal season 
will eventuate from this.

With my dealings across New South Wales the 
general sentiment uncounted regarding COVID-19 
is that these properties are relatively isolated 
themselves and as such the situation is having 
minimal impact on the general day-to-day activities 
undertaken on farm. Most properties are now 
limiting contact with product representatives 
visiting and reducing the number of times that 
essential shopping is undertaken.

It is important to note that HTW have maintained 
our full regime for rural property inspections 
however due to the current self-distancing rules 
we now undertake our interview with the property 
owner generally prior to inspection and the 
inspection itself is undertaken in separate vehicles.

Whilst there were expectations that the level of 
properties offered to the market would be elevated 
once the season had broken to date we have not 
seen much evidence of this as I believe that most 
landholders will want to take advantage of the 
positive seasonal conditions before looking to put 
the property to the market.  

Farmers more generally have gained confidence that they  
are a required essential service.
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remain few and far between due to a limited 
supply to the market, but every sale appears to be 
setting a new benchmark with cropping country in 
the Wimmera reaching over $4000 per acre for 
smaller parcels and grazing land down south well 
over $5000 per acre.

Labour shortages may be an issue for the more 
northern fruit picking markets but from all reports, 
this region appears to be attracting its sons and 
daughters back from hospitality and associated city 
lives to the farm during this crisis. With reports of 
daughters driving tractors and kids helping move 
sheep, agriculture is looking sexier than ever to 
some of the younger generation who are starting to 
appreciate the lucky country we live in.

Some of the more intensive asset classes in this 
region are having mixed results from the pandemic. 
Vegetable producers and generally producers 
supplying the major supermarkets struggled to 
keep up with demand during the early days of 
hoarding which resulted in a spike in vegetable 
prices to the farm gate but on the flip side, those 
exporting produce overseas or selling into premium 
markets have been hard hit and left with excess 
produce in some instances. This is especially 
evident in the wine regions of the Coonawarra and 
Barossa where wineries, cellar doors and many 
associated food and tourism businesses have 
been decimated by the closure of their export and 
local markets and tourism. The flow on effect to 
producers is evident. More generally, it is these 
sub-regions and these intensive businesses that 
are generally the source of the largest proportion 
of employment in these areas. The impacts of 
the pandemic will likely have a lasting effect on 

Two sales have been contracted in late March at 
levels similar to pre-Coronavirus.

A significant influence in the market has been the 
low interest rates and the perception that interest 
rates will remain at or around this level for the 
foreseeable future.

General Outlook: At this point in time, the 
general outlook for rural values in the area is for 
values to steady, or rise slightly. The area that 
may reflect a rise is the dry cropping country to 
the east of Berrigan.

Western VIC and SE SA
During the early panic stricken days of the 
Coronavirus in March, a number of agents advised 
of cropping and grazing buyers withdrawing their 
offers on properties going to tender due to the 
significant uncertainty surrounding the pandemic. 
Weeks on, those offers being pulled from the 
market really seem immaterial as the properties 
sold anyway and farmers more generally have 
gained confidence that they are a required essential 
service, maybe more so than ever and probably the 
least likely to be stopped in their tracks because of 
social distancing requirements.

The current depth of demand in the market for 
cropping and grazing land is significant and 
demand still far outweighs supply in most areas. 
Cropping and grazing farmers in this region have 
been lucky in recent times to avoid the bushfires 
and droughts of the recent past and continue to 
go about their daily business on farm. Currently 
many farmers are getting ready to or have 
already started to sow their winter crops. Sales 

at the moment and feel reasonably optimistic. 
What the market will be in the next six months or 
so is unknown but we’ve been hearing of a supply 
shortage for a fair while now and ewe lambs are 
very hard to come by. 

The local stock cartage drivers based in Balranald 
have reported being very busy in recent weeks so 
there’s still plenty of stock moving around. 

Not everyone is going to be hitting the ground 
running after our run of dry years and I have heard 
of people taking on agistment around here too. Not 
sure whether that’s because they can’t get funds to 
buy sheep or are holding off to see what pans out in 
the current situation. 

The wool market has taken a hit. We are hoping that 
demand for lamb and beef meat will remain firm. 
While plenty of unknowns remain, that is the nature 
of the game.

Hopefully, fast forward six months and I’m not 
reporting a disaster in terms of no rain and low 
prices....quite the opposite is the aim!!”

Echuca/Deniliquin
A good autumn break with most of the area 
receiving around 100 millimetres of rain throughout 
March and early April has instilled early confidence 
in a reasonable season. Combined with a long term 
forecast for the 2020 season of good winter rains, 
the general outlook for the rural sector is good.

Locally farmers are quite confident of a good 
season and reasonable commodity prices despite 
the obvious impact of the Coronavirus.

Agents have reported a gradual increase in enquiry 
for rural property over the past week or so that will 
no doubt translate into a gradual improvement in 
sales activity.

Sales activity appears to be unaffected to date with a steady 
number of recent sales and farms under contract this month.  
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these local economies, however the Australian 
agricultural sector more generally remains 
incredibly resilient and it will likely take more than 
this pandemic to keep it down.  

Central Queensland
A transition to virtual auctions and expression 
of interest campaigns has not appeared to slow 
the white hot Central Queensland rural property 
market.

Seasonal conditions vary however most CQ districts 
are entering the winter period with a reasonable 
level of feed reserves, and beef commodity 
sentiment remains positive despite cattle markets 
easing from historic highs.

While the COVID-19 risks to the processing sector 
and global logistics create an element of concern, 
graziers are taking comfort in the record low 
national herd and soft $A which will offer some 
support to prices.

Amidst the pandemic, the Arcadia Valley property 
Leeora Downs has sold prior to auction to a local 
grazier, and post the January/February rain there 
has been a steady stream of listings reaching the 

market, with agents and bankers indicating buyer 
depth remains sound.

Cairns
Sales activity appears to be unaffected to date with 
a steady number of recent sales and farms under 
contract this month. Coastal growing areas and 
the Mareeba Tablelands are both active markets. 
MSF Sugar recently sold all of their Mareeba sugar 
cane farms. One local farming operator picked up 
most of the farms with a reported 160,000 tonne 
cane production capacity. The balance smaller 
farm was also sold to an existing local grower. 
Prices paid remain confidential at the date of this 
report. MSF Sugar recently announced generous 
grower incentive schemes by way of bonuses and 
low interest loans in an effort to increase cane 
supply to the local Arriga Mill. This is in response 
to the recent loss of significant areas of cane land 
to alternative crops such as avocadoes, citrus, hay 
and cotton.

The world sugar price has tanked again, due mainly 
to concerns regarding consumption during the 
Coronavirus restrictions. Approximately 95% 
of Australian sugar is produced in Queensland. 
Despite being a relatively small sugar producer 
worldwide, Australia is one of the world’s largest 
exporters of raw sugar. Approximately 80% of 
Australia’s annual sugar production is exported 
to countries such as China, Indonesia, Japan, 
Korea, Malaysia, New Zealand, Taiwan and the 
USA. Like many commodity based industries, the 
sugar industry is subject to boom and bust cycles 
as the commodity price fluctuates. Recent years 
have seen world sugar prices range from a dismal 
US$0.047 per pound at the end of 2003 to a high 
of US$0.321 per pound in January 2011 (see Figure 
1). World sugar prices generally increased during 
the past two years to stand at around US$0.151 

per pound. However, world sugar prices have 
since reduced somewhat amidst expectations 
of reduced sugar consumption combined with 
reduced diversion to ethanol production during the 
Coronavirus pandemic.

Movements in the world sugar price are normally 
the result of cumulative market effects including 
seasonal influences of drought and cyclones 
in the major producing countries. Other global 
influences include the extent of subsidised sugar 
exports by producers such as the European 
Union and the extent to which high world energy 
prices result in cane production being diverted 
to ethanol, especially in Brazil. The additional 
factor, from an Australian perspective, is the 
value of the Australian dollar, which influences 
the returns received by Australian producers. The 
February 2020 world sugar price equated to a 
price level in Australian dollars of just over $500 
per tonne, however sugar prices in Australian 
dollar terms have since nosedived in response to 
the Coronavirus pandemic and are likely to remain 
temporarily depressed over the near term.

Cane prices received by Australian cane growers 
are inextricably linked to world sugar prices. 
Grower returns are estimated by ABARES to have 
averaged around $35 per tonne in 2018/2019, 
down from $39 a tonne in 2018/2019 due to 
the prevailing decline in the world sugar price. 
Returns to growers had been predicted earlier this 
year by ABARES to recover to $37 per tonne in 
2019/2020 and about $40 per tonne in 2020/2021 
and 2021/2022, but those forecasts may now be 
obsolete as a result of the Coronavirus.

Figure 1: World Sugar Prices Source: HTW 


