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Over the next 10 years, we can expect 40 
to 50% of rural properties across Victoria, 
including the Border District, to change 
hands. 
 

 
 
According to social researcher Prof Allan Curtis 
(pictured above) , while some of this transfer of 
ownership will come about as a result of farm 
succession and/or amalgamation, many of the new 
owners will come from other areas, including other 
rural areas.  This forecast, combined with increased 
subdivision of rural land, will have significant 
implications for land management and related 
community organizations such as Landcare and 
rural fire brigades. 
 

 
 
A changing landscape in North-East Victoria 
 
“I think one of the most important and most obvious 
trends of the last 25 years, is the rapid process of 
migration to the bush, particularly in Victoria but 
also in NSW and QLD,” said Prof Curtis, director of 

Charles Sturt University’s Institute for Land, Water 
and Society and Australia’s foremost Landcare 
researcher.  These days this trend is referred to as 
a ‘tree change’ but as Prof Curtis said it was not 
something new.The drivers of this movement are 
the baby boomers approaching retirement with 
substantial superannuation or investment income 
underpinned by the wealth from Australia’s current 
mineral boom. The movement has been aided by 
changes in communication with people able to stay 
in touch via the web; better highways and freeways 
that have reduced travel time from major cities; and 
country living becoming more attractive from a 
cultural viewpoint. 
 
“The attractiveness of country living has increased, 
particularly in areas such as Victoria’s Alpine 
valleys, around Melbourne and Daylesford, and in 
coastal regions,” said Prof Curtis. “Take 
Beechworth for example with its history, arts, wine 
and food. It’s grown as the backdoor to 
Albury/Wodonga but it is also less than three hours 
drive from Melbourne.” 
 
The large turnover of rural land managers over the 
next 10 years will have really big impacts on the 
communities, industries and the environment. 
“I don’t think we have understood the extent of the 
transformation that is going on,”  said Prof  Curtis 
who is basing his comments on research he has 
conducted in the North East, Goulburn Broken, 
Wimmera, and Glenelg Hopkins regions of Victoria. 
 
“One of our researchers Emily Mendham has been 
examining the Valuer General’s property sales data 
in the Corangamite region, where over the last 10 
years, 25% of properties have changed hands,” he 
said. “However our regional study is predicting that 
40 to 50% of properties across Corangamite will 
change hands in the next 10 years. This trend is 
consistent across most of South East Australia, with 
the exception of more remote areas such as the 
Wimmera or Western New South Wales where the 
change is likely to be around 30%.” 
 
Prof Curtis said more than half of the new owners 
were new settlers that had come from other areas 
and were very different from the longer-term 
settlers. “These new settlers are more likely to have 
off-farm work and value the environment over 
agricultural production,” he said. “They are less 
likely to be involved in groups like Landcare, rural 
fire brigades and other volunteer organisations. 
Social workers talk about this as ‘hollowing out’ of 
community, where the ties that bind communities 
together break down because there isn’t the 
involvement in these kinds of organizations.” 
 
 
 



How these new settlers will access information 
about land management was expected to be 
different than with longer-term residents. “You 
could be struggling to reach these people if you 
were just relying on Landcare groups and 
departmental extension officers,” he says. “These 
people are more likely to use the Internet so that 
could be one way to reach them.” 
 
One of his recommendations to CMAs for engaging 
new settlers and absentee owners was that the 
CMAs track change in property ownership, and a 
property visit be organised whenever there was a 
change in ownership.  Other changes as a result of 
increased property changeover were likely to be 
changes to farming enterprises with people 
choosing cattle grazing, for example, in preference 
to more intensive production such as dairy; and 
loss of local knowledge. 
 
 
 

“You are also going to have a loss of local 
knowledge which could be about how to manage 
for fires, about how to manage for droughts,” he 
said. “One of the assumptions is that everybody 
who is on the land now has been through the last 
drought and therefore they are better managers. 
But if half the population moves on in the next 10 
years, that’s not going to hold for the future.” 

• The Institute, which represents more than 
200 of Charles Sturt University’s social 
researchers, ecological scientists and 
economists, is working with the Indigo 
Shire Council, who is concerned about the 
impacts of property turnover and rural 
subdivisions, to identify innovative ways of 
addressing these issues. 

  
CONTACT: Prof Allan Curtis on 
acurtis@csu.edu.au 
 
 
  

 
  
  
 


