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You Can Own a Farm


The Cultivate Farms Path to Farm Ownership

By Sam Marwood







Introduction

This is a book for next generation farmers and farming families who share a vision, a passion, to work for themselves on their own farm. They’re putting farm ownership at the top of their dream career list. A desire to farm is an ingrained human trait, as is the want for ownership. Farming life is rich in enjoyment, satisfaction and the potential to improve people, animals, plants, soil and especially regional Australia’s communities.

To achieve their vision, farmers and their family need three things. They need inspiration to do the planning that lies behind any successful business. They need perseverance to find farm ownership opportunities. And they need planning to show themselves and potential investors that they know what the pathway is to their successful business.

With inspiration, the seemingly prohibitive expense of farm ownership becomes just a challenge to overcome. Report after report in Australia and around the world show that ready access to capital and land are the biggest barriers to next generation farmers owning a farm. Too many farmers turn away at those barriers and set aside their farming dreams to take jobs that leave them unsatisfied and unfulfilled. Ownership is the key driver for most aspiring farmers. If they can’t get it, they will go do something else. So regional communities struggle because young people don’t replace farmers who are retiring, and farms struggle to be profitable because the farmers don’t have the energy they used to have.

With perseverance to find investors and farm ownership opportunities, next generation farmers get up every day and find ways to build relationships with people who could co-own or can find those who could co-own a farm. They understand that while they don’t have millions of dollars to buy a farm outright, there are local investors and retiring farmers out there who will help make their dream a reality. Building relationships is the key.

With planning, you develop a clear statement to investors and retiring farmers that you have a plan to run a successful business, scale up operations for greater profitability and achieve capital growth on the land.


Sam and Tim’s story

Sam Marwood and his co-founder Tim always wanted to be farmers, but they didn’t inherit and aren’t rich. But they want to own their own farm. So, along with Tim’s wife Tegan, they founded Cultivate Farms to realise their dreams and the dreams of thousands of next generation farmers all over Australia. Here is Sam’s story.

I sat on a ledge between the 12-a-side Herringbone dairy, watching my dad efficiently and relentlessly place and remove the milking cups on our 150-head dairy herd. I was going to be a farmer like my parents, and I was going to live on this farm, an irrigation property 12km to the west of Dingee, Central Victoria. At the age of eight, I hadn’t considered that my five siblings might have something to say about that, let alone my parents.

On the walk back from the dairy in the early evening light, and after thinking of all the trucks I would have on the farm, I looked up to dad and asked, “When do I get the farm?”

Dad laughed immediately and almost in the same breath replied, “You’re not getting the farm. Mum and I will be selling up so we can retire.”

Right there and then, my farming dreams died.

It was impossible. Even at my young age, I knew enough about money to know that I’d never have enough of it to buy my own farm. And if I couldn’t own my farm, then I wouldn’t even bother. How would I own a farm if I wasn’t going to inherit one?

Nine years later, our farm was sold and we moved in to Bendigo.

I followed my passion for the environment born of living on the farm and worked for 12 years in environmental policy for the Victorian Government. I wanted to do good for the world by helping to look after the land, even if I couldn’t do it on my own land.

Fifteen years later, at age 33, I caught up with a good mate of mine, Tim Hicks. Tim and his wife Tegan have been following their farming dream for many years. Like me, Tim grew up on a farm —his was near Corowa in NSW — and his parents sold it about the same time as mine. Tim had the same crushed farming dreams as me. But unlike me, he was still pursuing his dream of farm ownership. He didn’t know exactly how it was going to unfold, he just had more resolve than me.

“What if there was a business that helped young people buy farms?” Tim asked.

I was instantly back on the dairy farm walking with my dad. But this time, instead of my dreams being crushed, I was shrugging my shoulders to my dad’s response.

“That’s OK, dad”, I would have said, “I’m going to own my own farm anyway.”

By learning the lessons we are sharing with you in this book, we figured over out over five years how to make farm ownership possible for anyone. We spoke to everyone and anyone who would listen. We took a risk and boldly claimed it was possible. I quit my well-paid government job and moved in with my parents-in-law in Albury. Tim and Tegan’s life became a public proving ground. We’d been bitten by the farming bug, and we were going to do whatever we could to make our dreams realities. We were going to find the answers, and we did.







So you’re inspired to own your own farm?

Many next generation farmers start out doubting it’s possible for them to realise their farm ownership dream, losing sight of the fact that big life goals need perseverance and planning. Visions aren’t achieved overnight or without effort.


Here’s where to find inspiration

Cultivate Farms has worked with hundreds of aspiring farmers who have set aside their doubts and persevered with planning to own a farm. They found that planning builds their confidence in their vision and their abilities, preparing themselves to overcome their doubts and the inevitable pushback from doubters.

You can find their stories on the ‘Next Gen farmers’ page of the Cultivate Farms website, where hundreds of farmers from all around Australia explain what they’ve been doing to get farm ready, why they’re passionate about farming and their best days of being a farmer. If you’re having doubts, and even if you’re not, their stories are an enormous sense of inspiration about turning dreams into reality is.

Next Generation farmers can think up all sorts of reasons why they can’t achieve their vision. You’ll find the reasons why they can explained in this book.

I’m not ready to be a farmer: No one is much good at anything without training, mentoring and experience. It’s not about taking a giant, blind leap into the unknown: it’s about having a plan to achieve a vision, to prepare yourself to be ready to pounce when opportunity knocks. Working on a farm, or many farms, is key to putting your theoretical knowledge into practice and to build your farming skills.

I don’t have enough of a deposit: Some Cultivate Farms matches don’t need a large deposit. We focus on building relationships and a transition to ownership over time by earning your way in with a financial arrangement that is beneficial to you and to the retiring farmer. The main thing is that you are dedicated and ready to go and willing to work hard with the retiring farmer to earn your ownership over time. That said, having some savings signals to the retiring farmer that you’re good with money as well.

I can’t make a living off the farm: Aspiring farmers commonly hold onto their jobs and careers while they make the transition to farming. If their farming isn’t yet making enough to live off, they might have an off-farm income while they get their farming to scale. They might use the their farm income to build equity and a base to find the next farm to add to that one.

In any case, it’s a foot in the door for farming and a bit of land you can add to over time. You just don’t know what financial future is likely until you do a plan. Planning also creates opportunities like new crops, new markets and more productive ways of working.

Also, don’t be restricted to thinking about what the current farmer is doing. Many retiring farmers have dwindling energy and would welcome new blood ramping up the operations and try new things.

I’m nervous about quitting my job: We meet lots of aspiring farmers who have seen some interesting opportunities but are nervous about quitting secure jobs, uprooting families, then getting a deal that’s set up so you fail and not having enough capital. They’re worried about being a glorified manager for a few years then being turned away. They see opportunities where the owner retains ownership and pays the aspiring farmer a percentage, and if in a few years they don’t like you, their decision is final and you’re left looking for a new job.

This book helps you navigate those possibilities by communicating a clear vision, building relationships and having an agreement that anticipates the possibility of bad outcomes. Now experience, problems often arise when the owner just doesn’t know how to manage the transition. They’re just as worried as you are about bad outcomes, but it’s their asset so they go overboard trying to protect it. Discussion usually unlocks ideas the retiring farmer hasn’t thought of, and they’re open to adjusting. It’s about having experience managing these processes, knowing how they go well and how they go badly, having clear win-win written arrangements and support through the process.

I’m sceptical of partnership deals: A lot of people have been burnt from farm management roles or share farming where the farmer screwed them over. We want to completely avoid that by focusing on relationships. If you get along with each other, things are easier. And if you have advisors helping you set up a formal arrangement, they’ll help make sure all parties are doing as they should. That’s how win-win arrangements come about.

I don’t feel people support me: Surrounding yourself with positive people who understand and perhaps even share your vision gives you the energy to follow your dream every day. Maybe it also means getting rid of a few friends.

Many aspiring farmers are embarrassed to tell people of their bold vision, but if you don’t, how will they know what you want and how can they help?

The corporates will outcompete me: People say to us that big corporates come in and drive up the price of farms, making it impossible for them to get a foot in the door and buy a farm. They get overwhelmed and give up.

But it shouldn’t be the case. Corporates don’t build relationships as well as a dedicated, passionate, aspiring farmer can. They don’t know all the retirement-aged farmer in the district, or drive up driveways and build relationships and demonstrating their passion to get farming. And plenty of farmers are worried about corporates buying up all the land and what that will do to their community. They can find the passion of an aspiring farmer irresistible. They may not want to just take the money and run.

If you’ve built a relationship, when they decide to sell the farm or a corporate comes knocking, you’re the first person they think of. And they may well prefer to transition the farm to you rather than just sell up and walk away. That is your differentiator. You can outcompete anybody. You can demonstrate why you could be an awesome farmer and that has the capacity to convince the people you need to convince. Because you have been spending the last years convincing these retiring farmers that you want this more than anything.

Being patient and persistent: This is the most important advice of all: you may work through many potential farmers and many potential local investors before you achieve your farm dream.

Achieving your dream might take years, but achieve it you will if you’re both driven and patient. You can’t stop when people say ‘no’: there will be plenty of ‘no’s’. Convincing a retiring farmer or approaching 50 retiring farmers will take years. It’s up to you to make it happen.

No farm is going to be perfect: no opportunity ever is, but if you can see the start of a great opportunity then you can build it. Having a retiring farmer who wants to work with you is a massive opportunity, and it can be the cornerstone of you building your wealth and farming dreams. You can turn an average possibility into an amazing achievement. Furthermore, once you meet the retiring farmer, who knows what other deals they might put on the table because they think you’re great?

No doubt your first farm pitch to a retiring farmer or farm investor won’t work. You need to find another farm and pitch for it based on your lessons from your first. It can take many farm pitches for you to get onto your farm but along the way you’ll get useful feedback, handy hints and suggestions for improving your approach. If you’re defeatist and negative, they’ll be wasted. But if you take it positively, pick yourself up and keep going, that shows everyone you’re open to ideas and willing to adjust and work collaboratively. Plus, you’re making steady progress towards your goal.

--- Breakout box —————————————————————————————————---
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