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Chickens, mushrooms and plums pushing up farmland

29/6/06:
Chickens, mushrooms and plum trees are helping farmland grab a larger slice of the Australian landmass.
The final results of the Australian Bureau of Statistics agricultural survey shows that it's not just the traditional farm pursuits of cattle, sheep and wheat taking up rural areas.

Although the surge in grape production is well documented, the survey for 2005 shows farmers are becoming more interested in niche as well as old-fashioned pursuits.

There are now more than two million plum and prune trees around the country, an increase of 40 per cent. There are almost 1.5 million nectarine trees, an increase of 32 per cent, and about 600,000 apricot trees, a 36 per cent increase.

Mushrooms are, well, literally mushrooming.

Almost 48,000 tonnes of mushrooms were harvested in 2005, with the number of hectares given over to the fungi up 22 per cent since 2003.

During 2005, there were more than 444 million chickens slaughtered across the country - or 22 for every man, woman and child.

The chooks still standing provided 202 million dozen eggs, an increase of more than six per cent over the past two years.

The surge in these less-mainstream pursuits has helped push up the percentage of land given over to farming. Of Australia's 769 million hectares, 445 million hectares is for farming - or 57.8 per cent of the landmass, from 57.1 per cent in 2004.

The actual amount of non-agricultural land - that is land given to forests, national parks, swamps and so-called waste land - has shrunk to 324 million hectares.

While Swiss brown mushrooms, imperial mandarins and tilton apricots are gaining traction, they're still no match for Australia's real agricultural diet - meat and potatoes.

Australia is home to 27.8 million cattle, of which around three million are dairy cows.

The sheep flock is 101 million, recovering from its post-drought reduction when total numbers dropped below the 100 million for the first time since World War II.

And joining both these on the dinner plate, potato production continues to grow. There is now more than 37,000 hectares given over to potatoes, producing almost 1.3 million tonnes of spuds.

Among the main crops, wheat dominates, accounting for about 14 million hectares. Cropping took up more than 26.7 million hectares in 2005.

Beef cattle properties numbered almost 36,000. The next most numerous type of farming are grain-sheep/beef farmers, of which there are more than 17,000.

There are about 620 cotton farms, of which more than 200 had an estimated value of production each of more than $1 million.

Australia has almost 130,000 farming properties, largely unchanged from 2004.

Australian farming in 2005

Commodity Total

Cattle 27.8 million

Sheep 101.1 million

Pigs 2.5 million

Chickens 75.9 million

Wheat 14 million hectares

Barley 4.6 million hectares

Vines 153,000 hectares

Apples 9.1 million trees

Oranges 7.4 million trees

Mangoes 1.2 million trees

Pineapples 2,700 hectares

Lettuce 5,700 hectares

Brocoli 7,600 hectares

Potatoes 37,400 hectares

Tomatoes 5,300 hectares

Eggs 202.6 million dozen

Source: Australian Bureau of Statistics
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