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Regenerative Agriculture Defined 

Regenerative agriculture (RA) is a concept proposed nationally and internationally that defines the 
way modern agriculture can transition to becoming a truly sustainable industry. The practice 
regenerates and stabilises soils, increases biodiversity, captures carbon, improves the water cycle and 
provides ecosystem services. It involves the reduction or elimination of many conventional farming 
practices such as excessive ploughing and the widespread over-use of inorganic fertilisers and 
pesticides, as well as the introduction of new practices such as rotation grazing. 

As a holistic concept the agriculture industry globally has struggled to define it: 

“The term ‘regenerative’ may first have been used in the context of farming by organic 
guru Bob Rodale in 1984. Yet even three decades later, no one can agree on its exact 
definition.” 1  

Farmers tend to refer to a set of five practices that unify the approach: 
1. cover crops 
2. crop diversification 
3. reduced or no tillage 
4. reduced chemical and fertiliser application 
5. rotational livestock grazing 

Regenerative agriculture leads to healthy soil, capable of producing high quality and nutrient dense 
food. As the return to a natural ecosystem occurs, this ultimately leads to productive and resilient 
farms and healthy communities and economies. The following provides some good insights into 
regenerative agriculture, taken from an article “The five principles of soil health” 2: 

A regenerative system takes many years to develop, during which time the benefits 
accumulate slowly but surely, in terms of improved soil health, water management and 
ecosystem services. 

Soil health is defined as “the continued capacity of soil to function as a vital living 
ecosystem that sustains plants, animals, and humans.” Achieving soil health requires a 
systems approach that combines five principles: 

• soil armour (plant residues left on the soil surface); 

• minimal soil disturbance (e.g. no-till systems); 

• plant diversity (mixing cool- and warm-season grasses and broadleaf plants); 

• continuous living plants/roots (choosing crops that leave high carbon material on 
the ground); and 

• livestock integration 

The regenerative agriculture definition, explored in depth interviews with stakeholders as part of the 
process informing this report, is: 

“Regenerative agriculture is a conservation and rehabilitation approach to food and 
farming systems. It focuses on topsoil regeneration, increasing biodiversity, improving the 
water cycle, enhancing ecosystem services, supporting biosequestration, increasing 
resilience to climate change, and strengthening the health and vitality of farm soil.” 

 
1 https://www.motherjones.com/environment/2020/07/indigo-agriculture-carbon-farming-sequestration-

agriculture-climate-change-emissions-soil-health/ 
2 https://www.grainews.ca/features/the-five-principles-of-soil-health/ 

https://www.motherjones.com/environment/2020/07/indigo-agriculture-carbon-farming-sequestration-agriculture-climate-change-emissions-soil-health/
https://www.motherjones.com/environment/2020/07/indigo-agriculture-carbon-farming-sequestration-agriculture-climate-change-emissions-soil-health/
https://www.grainews.ca/features/the-five-principles-of-soil-health/


1 

Final Report - “Supporting farmers to make the transition to regenerative farming - StateNRM grant - CSGL18102 SWCC”  

Executive Summary 

This report was commissioned by the Government of Western Australia, funded through State NRM’s 
“Community Stewardship Grants 2018 – Large” program. The project used social research techniques 
to determine the key drivers and benefits, as well as barriers and risks, of regenerative agriculture – 
so as to recommend to Government a roadmap to increase uptake of the practice in Western Australia 
(WA) and identify supporting future-research requirements.   

There are some very significant hurdles to overcome to facilitate greater adoption of regenerative 
agriculture in WA. Firstly, there is confusion as to the definition of regenerative agriculture, 
particularly as to which practices it encompasses. The term is polarising and has even led to some 
antagonism between stakeholders. Some argue it is an unnecessary alternative term for best practice 
agriculture. 

Farmers need to apply agricultural practices from which they can turn a profit, hence if regenerative 
agriculture can deliver incremental profit on conventional practices that would be its greatest driver. 
However, there are very mixed views within the industry as to the profitability of regenerative 
agriculture and most stakeholders cite a lack of available data on which to form an opinion. The 
industry does agree that there is no ‘one-size fits all’ and primary producers want evidence of the 
profitability of various regenerative practices to be relevant to their local level/own situation. This 
implies the need to trial and evidence results for an enormous range of scenarios. 

Currently the main drivers of regenerative agriculture in WA (in no priority order) are: 

➢ Younger farmers and ‘new’ primary producers entering the industry from various backgrounds 
and who are open to trialling new approaches  

➢ Farmers facing financial challenges forced to look at alternative practices 
➢ Farmers competing to be recognised for ‘healthy and quality produce’ (noting ‘quality’ and 

‘regenerative’ are not always interchangeable) 
➢ The shift in consumer demand toward more sustainable product 

Farmers are also influenced by leaders who have successfully adopted or taken a positive approach to 
promoting regenerative agriculture. This is driving transition in WA and is a mechanism that could be 
leveraged to further increase uptake. 

Notable by their absence from key drivers are concern for the environment and worries about the 
impact of climate change – which are neither key drivers nor key barriers in WA. There is, however, a 
niche audience of farmers for which the social and/or environmental drivers will be more important 
than the level of profit. 

Farmers supportive of regenerative agriculture point to factors outside their control inhibiting the 
adoption of regenerative agriculture, and identify the vested interest of associated industries, such as 
financial services and agrochemical companies, in maintaining the status quo of the agricultural 
industry.   

Barriers to the adoption of regenerative agriculture (including those outlined above for completeness) 
are: 

➢ The definition of regenerative agriculture is problematic 
➢ Farmers require evidence of profitability of RA practices at a local level  
➢ Farmers overwhelmingly do not know how to implement RA practices 
➢ The vested interest of some stakeholders to maintain the status quo 
➢ Where farmers are doing well financially, they are not inclined to change 
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➢ Farmers are mostly conservative, stick to what they know and are conscious of peer-review 
if they try something different 

➢ There is a perception among the farming community that those who transition to 
regenerative agriculture must be performing poorly financially  

➢ Fear of reduced profit/potential losses in transition   
➢ A lack of skilled advisors and apparent lack of commitment to education, particularly given 

the omission of regenerative agriculture from university courses 
➢ Key advisors to agricultural businesses, in addition to lacking education (as above), not being 

enabled to support it e.g. agronomists unable to get indemnity insurance and bank lending 
models premised on conventional agriculture 

➢ The existing financial paradigm whereby primary producers carry large loans on an annual 
cycle and can’t afford to trial regenerative agriculture 

➢ A lack of support by Government, and a lack of visibility of support, relative to that given to 
conventional practices 

The Government has an opportunity to increase the adoption of regenerative agriculture through 
undertaking the following actions: 

➢ Get industry consensus on the definition of regenerative agriculture, both as a concept and in 
terms of a range of practices  

➢ Consider changing the regenerative agriculture label and/or determine how to communicate 
to shift negative perceptions 

➢ Determine which regenerative agricultural practices are profitable where – farmers want 
evidence demonstrating the science and the economics at a local level 

➢ Demonstrate to farmers how to implement regenerative agricultural practices 
➢ Catalogue R&D/economic analysis and make it easily accessible to the industry 
➢ Consider financial incentives – to support farmers through transition and/or for ecosystem 

services 
➢ Educate advisors to farm businesses and enable them to support the transition to 

regenerative agriculture 
➢ Demonstrate support for key industry organisations (grower groups, NRM Regions etc.) to 

develop a more co-ordinated approach to regenerative agriculture  
➢ Encourage change in associated industries, such as agrochemicals and financial services, such 

that they are not constraining the uptake of RA 
➢ Target young and ‘new’ primary producers and mixed farms to transition 
➢ Amplify the voice of existing influencers/leaders in the field  
➢ Encourage the inclusion of regenerative agriculture into relevant tertiary courses 
➢ Encourage consumer-led demand for product from regenerative practices 

Stakeholders contributing to this report recognise they are not fully aware of the range of topics 
already researched, but commonly suggested eight topics for research (see ‘Recommendations’). The 
high-level topics suggested indicates the low level of understanding of regenerative agriculture within 
the industry.  NRM Regions suggest research should seek to understand methods to demonstrate 
change to biological systems (this is as compared to agricultural research that considers elements in 
isolation). For example: understanding soil biology and its effect on nutrient availability and yield and, 
testing the validity of concepts such as bacterial:fungi ratios which are not accepted by the 
mainstream scientific community as having any relevance. 
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1. Scope of this Report 

The Government of Western Australia funded this initiative through State NRM’s “Community 
Stewardship Grants 2018 – Large” program. It has been run by South West Catchments Council (SWCC) 
with the collaboration of all other NRM Regions in WA.  

The project aimed to identify key information gaps in the agricultural industry, particularly of farmers, 
pertaining to regenerative agriculture – with the intent to generate a list of priority research 
requirements to meet the needs of farmers transitioning to regenerative agriculture. The project 
proposed identifying these requirements by region and by key agricultural sectors. 

In developing the project, it became apparent that the barriers to adoption of regenerative agriculture 
extend well beyond farmers understanding the science. This is due to a few key factors: 

➢ Industry-wide confusion about the definition of regenerative agriculture, both as a concept 
and in terms of a range of practices 

➢ Farmers are enabled or constrained by associated industries, many of which stand to benefit 
from the status quo hence inhibiting the growth of regenerative agriculture 

➢ Farmers want local evidence that regenerative agriculture is profitable, at a more granular 
level than region or agricultural sector 

There is also a perception among stakeholders that research is already available but a very low 
awareness of what that research covers and whether or how they can access it. For these reasons, 
this report provides a high-level list of scientific topics for research only as stakeholders were unable 
to articulate a detailed, extensive nor prioritised list.  

Recognising these constraints, the project ensured it looked more broadly at the key motivations and 
barriers for farmers to transition to regenerative agriculture. Stakeholders consulted included primary 
producers, pastoralists, grower groups, agronomists, agronomic economists, agency staff, insurance 
companies and university researchers. 

The revised scope enables this report to better meet the project’s original strategic intent, to enable 
the State Government to facilitate an increased rate of adoption of regenerative agriculture. 

It must be noted there are some organisations and individuals who are trailblazers of regenerative 
agriculture within the wider agricultural industry in Western Australia. In developing this report SWCC 
sought the views of supporters and detractors of regenerative agriculture and sought to understand 
widely held perceptions in the agricultural industry.  

Also note, the scope of the project has not allowed for consideration of the drivers and barriers of 
regenerative agriculture reviewed in the context of current industry initiatives. These include the 
Commonwealth Government’s Agriculture Stewardship Package and development of a common 
approach to Environmental-Economic Accounting by Commonwealth, State and Territory 
governments. Progress is also being made by innovative new organisations such as Wide Open 
Agriculture and their Dirty Clean Food brand.  

SWCC suggests that State Government consider the insights and recommendations of this report in 
context of such initiatives, particularly where there may be opportunity to leverage pilot projects that 
may reward farmers for environmental-sustainability outcomes. 
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2. Key Findings 

There is inconsistent understanding and definition of regenerative agriculture, as a concept and as an 
articulation of individual practices, within the West Australian agricultural industry. This is 
undoubtedly creating confusion and some antagonism. 

Stakeholders think about the practice in different ways, ranging from a broad interpretation such as 
‘a sustainable way of farming’ to referring to specific actions such as maximising ground cover. 
Consequently, some farmers consider themselves to be regenerative but are not actually adopting any 
regenerative agriculture practices. There are also farmers adopting the practices who steer away from 
labelling themselves as regenerative. 

The term regenerative agriculture is polarising among the agricultural industry. This is primarily due 
to some of its supporters exhibiting disrespectful behaviour toward more conventional farmers, as 
well as several stakeholders seeing the term only as a marketing buzzword without substance.  

Some believe the term to be unnecessary as they perceive regenerative agriculture to be current best 
practice agriculture.  

Interestingly, concern for the environment and worries about the impact of climate change are neither 
key drivers nor key barriers to the uptake of regenerative agriculture. A significant number of farmers 
are climate sceptics and compounding this, where farmers are doing well financially, they are not 
inclined to change the way they farm.  

This research suggests the core motivator on which to ‘sell’ regenerative agriculture to primary 
producers is financial benefit, rather than sustainability.  

“All agriculture is regenerative. This is a warm and fuzzy term of recent times.  
Farmers will adopt new practices if they are demonstrated to be profitable.” 

Farmers are a predominately conservative community, highly conscious of peer-review. They typically 
‘stick with the crowd’ and fear ridicule if they are the only one doing something different. However, 
this research identified that younger farmers and ‘new’ primary producers, entering the agricultural 
industry from a variety of backgrounds, are open to trialling new approaches and are drivers of the 
uptake in regenerative agriculture. 

Additionally, slowing uptake is a perception among the farming community that those who transition 
to regenerative agriculture must be performing poorly financially. Facing financial challenges is indeed 
a key driver of transitioning to regenerative practices, but agricultural businesses understandably do 
not want to be labelled as struggling financially.  

While these factors hold back adoption of regenerative agriculture, the importance of peer-
recognition conversely drives uptake because farmers compete to be recognised as the best local farm 
for ‘healthy and quality produce’. Farmers have the emotional driver of pride and rational driver of 
competitive advantage of quality outputs. Noting ‘quality’ and ‘regenerative’ produce are not always 
interchangeable, this does suggest an angle of opportunity for regenerative agriculture.  

Some primary producers recognise the shift in consumer demand toward more sustainable product 
and this is a key driver for some farmers to transition to regenerative agriculture. The quantitative 
study contributing to this report indicates over half of respondents (skewed toward farmers already 
practicing regenerative agriculture) believe regenerative agriculture will deliver greater profit, 
however, 40% either think it will deliver similar or lower profits than conventional practices. About 
half believe farmers will require some sort of support to cover potential losses in transition.   
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Set-up costs aside, and recognising regenerative agriculture requires lower inputs, farmers understand 
the transition to regenerative agriculture requires an incremental approach and there is an 
expectation of reduced profit at least in the short to medium term.  

“While carbon is being sequestered and soil biology is coming alive,  
there will be a loss of profit - farmers need a plan to transition.” 

Determining and evidencing the commercial benefit of regenerative agriculture to the industry is 
paramount to increase adoption of the practice. Currently the industry-wide perception is that 
evidence is extremely limited, often anecdotal with the reason behind success stories unknown or 
undocumented. Farmers want to better understand the costs, benefits, risks and profitability of 
transitioning to regenerative agriculture. 

“(There is a) lack of real and detailed information. Need less fluffy feel good 
stories and instead need trials and local case studies.” 

Farmers also do not just want the ‘why’ they should adopt regenerative agriculture, as currently the 
vast majority lack the knowledge of ‘how’ to transition. 87% of respondents to the quantitative study 
contributing to this report ‘agreed’ or ‘strongly agreed’ that ‘farmers may not know how to transition 
to RA practices’. 

Another key factor in influencing farmer-behaviour is peers as a trusted source of information. Leaders 
who have successfully adopted or taken a positive approach to promoting regenerative agriculture, 
are currently a key driver of farmers adopting the practice. This logically suggests evidence of the 
economic benefit of regenerative agriculture plus a ‘how to’ guide as messages amplified through 
peer-recommendation would be optimum to drive uptake. 

A very significant challenge is that primary producers universally recognise there is no ‘one-size fits 
all’ and want evidence to be relevant to their local level/own situation. This implies the need to trial 
and evidence results for an enormous range of scenarios under different climatic conditions, soil types 
etc. 

This also speaks to an opportunity raised by some stakeholders to learn from Aboriginal people about 
the relationship between ‘people’ and ‘place’ underpinning a sustainable model. 

It is not just farmers who require evidence of the economic impact of transitioning to regenerative 
agriculture, but also the associated industry of financial and insurance services, and influential 
stakeholders such as agronomists – both of whom in the main currently won’t carry the largely 
unquantified risk of regenerative agriculture in their business models.  

Some industry stakeholders highlight that the current agronomic model struggles to evolve due to two 
key factors. The first is the existing financial paradigm whereby agribusinesses carry large loans 
(particularly cropping businesses that invest heavily in machinery) and cannot afford to trial 
regenerative agriculture. The second is that a range of influential organisations have a vested interest 
in retaining the status quo, particularly from the industries of agrochemicals, farm machinery, financial 
services, and by exertion of their influence this extends to agronomists and tertiary institutions and 
researchers. 

Even if farmers understand the ‘why’ and ‘how’ to adopt regenerative agriculture, its uptake will be 
impeded unless a benefit can also be identified for other industries heavily reliant on the agricultural 
industry status quo. 

Regarding government’s support of regenerative agriculture, stakeholders interested in the practices 
speak not just of a lack of support by government being problematic but the lack of visibility of support 
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relative to that given to traditional methods. Primary producers do not currently see government as 
serious about making the agricultural industry regenerative. 

“Most of the trial work/extension available from both Government and private  
enterprise has been based on industrial methods, chemicals, fertilisers to achieve  
maximum production with little regard for the environment.”  

Stakeholders supportive of regenerative agriculture are also concerned about the lack of skilled 
advisors and apparent lack of commitment to training the next generation in regenerative agriculture, 
particularly given its absence from university courses. 

“Unfortunately, most current people working in this industry were trained under the old 
system, that is, get big or get out and spray to address any inadequacy.” 

While this report focusses on the most motivating factors and key barriers affecting farmer transition 
to regenerative agriculture for the industry overall, for a smaller number of farmers the social and/or 
environmental drivers will be more important e.g. reduction of exposure to sprays. Consequently their 
information requirements will differ to those of more profit-driven farmers. These farmers represent 
a niche audience for transitioning to regenerative agriculture, but arguably one that is more easily 
convinced once presented with the apporpriate balance of information on economic, social and 
environmental factors.  

There is an inescapable focus on the economic implications of regenerative agriculture for farmers in 
these key findings. Government may rightly wish to understand the wider social and environmental 
issues, such as food security (the volume and nutritional value of food that can be produced using this 
system), the community health implications of a reduction in the use of chemicals etc. The crux of the 
issue for most farmers though is whether by adopting regenerative practices they can make a profit. 
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3. Recommendations 

3.1 Increase support 

3.1.1 Research and development need to be comprehensive in terms of the science of regenerative 
agriculture, but it must also extend beyond agricultural science to the economic implications. Conduct 
trials and provide information on the profitability of regenerative agriculture practices 

➢ relevant to WA conditions, particularly sandy soils; 
➢ to a great degree of granularity, down to the local area/individual farm situation; 
➢ providing comparison between the performance of regenerative and conventional agriculture, 

including addressing the ‘zero input’ issue; and 
➢ including some trials on sites where regenerative agriculture has been practiced for some years. 

3.1.2 Knowledge about RA must be catalogued and must be made accessible to the agricultural industry 

➢ both in terms of them knowing where and how to find information and in terms of conveying 
the insights in a simple, jargon-free manner; and 

➢ for farmers, preferably through case studies that go beyond the narrative and evidence results, 
as well as on-farm trials and demonstrations.  

3.1.3 Consider providing financial support/incentives to agricultural businesses 

➢ through the transition period when most, if not all, will see a drop in revenue and profit; and 
➢ particularly noting, farm businesses with a currently strong financial performance do not have 

the catalyst of financial pressure to seek change. 

This requires investigation of the criteria for qualification, a methodology to administer and financial 
modelling of the potential quantum. 

 

3.2 Shift perceptions 

3.2.1 Rebrand regenerative agriculture or manage communications to mitigate the negative connotations 
of the existing label for a significant number of stakeholders in WA. Regenerative agriculture is a term 
used internationally, which requires consideration in any relabelling of RA practices in WA. As the term 
is used globally, there may be learnings from other countries on this issue. 

3.2.2 Ensure a common understanding of regenerative agriculture (or alternative label if adopted). There 
may be benefit in a definition that focusses on the outcomes in terms of profit, people and landscape. 
Note: It would be worth researching with industry the appeal of potential alternative definitions of, 
and names for, regenerative agriculture before attempting to introduce them.  

3.2.3 Increase visibility of support amongst the farming community, to shift the perception that far greater 
support is given to conventional agriculture.  

3.2.4 Encourage consumer-led demand – leverage consumer interest in food provenance, processes and 
nutritional value, with the intent to increase the premium consumers are prepared to pay for product 
from regenerative practices. Investigation is required into what nomenclature should be used to 
communicate with consumers and drive demand, particularly given the concept of regenerative 
agriculture is far more complex than, for example, ‘organic’ and bearing in mind the negative 
connotations of regenerative agriculture for some industry stakeholders in WA. 

 



8 

Final Report - “Supporting farmers to make the transition to regenerative farming - StateNRM grant - CSGL18102 SWCC”  

3.3 Educate key stakeholders 

3.3.1 Encourage the financial and insurance services industry to respond to the needs of agricultural 
businesses transitioning to RA, which may require significant investment on their behalf to rework risk 
and lending models (which will likely require the same economic evidence farmers seek on the benefit 
of regenerative agriculture). 

3.3.2 Upskill Agronomists, who are enormously influential on which practices farmers follow and who in 
their formal training likely didn’t cover RA. Ensure they have the ability (and know they have the 
ability) to safely recommend RA e.g. ability to get liability insurance. 

3.3.3 Ensure regenerative agriculture is incorporated into relevant university courses. 

 

3.4 Lead and enable industry collaboration 

3.4.1 There is no clear consensus from stakeholders on who should take overall responsibility for providing 
support and raising the profile of regenerative agriculture in WA, but both government and NRM 
organisations are seen to have a key role to play. 

3.4.2 Government can support agricultural industry organisations (grower groups, NRM Regions, 
government agencies etc.) to develop a more co-ordinated approach to encouraging transition to 
regenerative agriculture.  

 

3.5 Target marketing for the greatest impact 

3.5.1 Amplify and distribute the message of existing influencers – individuals practicing and/or promoting 
regenerative agriculture who have gained a following. 

3.5.2 Target younger farmers and those new to farming, who are more likely to transition to regenerative 
agriculture. 

3.5.3 Target mixed farms, with crops and livestock, who stakeholders agree have an advantage in shifting 
to regenerative agriculture due to the ability of livestock to diversify the soil microbiome. 

3.5.4 Use the agricultural industry’s media channels of choice, being radio and social media, to educate 
them about regenerative agriculture. 

3.5.5 Consider niche communications or smaller but arguably more easily converted groups, such as farmers 
who want to minimise their use of chemicals. 
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3.6 Act now – priority research requirements 

3.6.1 The Australian Government’s Department of Agriculture Water and the Environment advise “Our 
climate has already changed, and further changes are likely as concentrations of greenhouse gases 
continue to increase.” 3  

3.6.2 Recognising the transition to regenerative agriculture is incremental, that it can be a lengthy process 
for farmers and that there is a need to mitigate the impact of climate change – there is an imperative 
for government to encourage an increased rate of adoption of regenerative agriculture.  

3.6.3 Stakeholders contributing to this report recognised they are not fully aware of the range of topics 
already researched (see recommendation 2.2. above), but commonly suggested prioritising for 
research: 

➢ Understanding the implications of regenerative agriculture in WA’s sandy soils 
➢ Clearly defining the differences by WA regions and soils and the implications for regenerative 

agriculture practices 
➢ Outlining the practices of carbon sequestration 
➢ Defining ways to build soil organic carbon and the benefits to the farm 
➢ Explaining how cover cropping works and the benefits to the farm 
➢ Understanding the improvements in biodiversity that regenerative agriculture brings 
➢ Examining key sprays and their repercussions 
➢ Discovering how regenerative agriculture reduces the negative impacts of industrial nitrogen. 

See section ’Scope of this Report’ for the reason research topics suggested are very high-level 

 

A note from WA NRM Regions:  

The high-level research topics suggested by participants indicates the low level of understanding of RA within 
the industry.  NRM Regions suggest research should seek to understand methods to demonstrate change to 
biological systems. This is as compared to much agricultural research that considers elements in isolation as 
compared to as part of a system – recognising the enormous number of variables and difficulties this presents. 
The industry uses soil and plant testing, but these methods are not ideal if the goal is to increase infiltration 
and build soil structure. Showing growers this and how to set up a replicated trial is important. 

Research could include such things as: 

➢ Discovering how biological amendments and microbial stimulation can reduce the need for 
synthetic fertilizers and pesticides 

➢ Understanding soil biology and its effect on nutrient availability and yield (demonstrating to 
growers how abundant and diverse is it in different situations, how is it measured and what are 
critical values, or how do you calibrate it to provide reliable agronomic advice) 

➢ The benefits of maintaining more than a certain percentage of total ground cover and the best 
practice to achieve this 

➢ The role of pH, which some argue does not matter  
➢ How RA systems reduce nutrient leakage 
➢ Test the validity of concepts such as bacterial:fungi ratios which are not accepted by the 

mainstream scientific community as having any relevance 
➢ The phosphorus legacy – how long it lasts in different situatio

 
3 https://environment.gov.au/climate-change/climate-science-data/climate-science/climate-change-future 
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