
What Value In, and Who Benefits from Soil Carbon and Regenerative 
Agriculture? 

Bernie Hunt: In the first 18 years of his 53-year valuation career, Bernie was on many farms 
in south-west NSW and spoke to many farmers. He was early to pick up on emerging issues 
such as soil compaction, soil acidification, aluminum toxicity, tree dieback as well as adverse 
impact on soil life and structure from use of herbicides, pesticides and chemical fertilisers. 

This is an edited version of an article initially prepared for publication in the Australian 
Property Institute Journal. 

The late 2019 announcement by Prime Minister Morrison of a Drought Future Fund may 
well see an increased awareness of, and need for, acceleration in what has so far been the 
infancy of Regenerative Agriculture. If so, it requires fresh thinking on some aspects of rural 
land valuation. 

Pioneer agriculturalists found soils in many areas of Australia to be fertile, soft under foot 
and with a wide variety of vegetation even within the one area. However, they brought with 
them a European approach to rural land use that was based on much higher rainfall and 
cooler temperatures but which would ultimately prove ill-suited to many parts of Australia. 
In some cases, it took less than two decades before some early settlers started to walk off 
the land leaving a landscape that they had significantly degraded. 

Pioneering a different approach 

Increasing farm chemical and energy costs and falling yields (along with increasingly erratic 
weather) have seen many farmers reach financial ‘rock bottom’ requiring them to re-think 
their approach if they were to stay in farming while others too, observing soil deterioration, 
have realised that a different approach was needed. 

Farmers and researchers in Australia and beyond have pioneered a range of regenerative 
agriculture principles and practices that enhance soil health, particularly by nurturing soil 
life, improving soil water holding capacity and increasing soil carbon levels. For instance, one 
widely accepted principle is to maximise ground cover. With increasingly erratic rainfall, 
keeping soil covered is a key strategy to maximise chances of rainfall soaking into the soil. 
Indeed, one of the NSW Farmers of the Year not only maximises groundcover, but also took 
out all but one dam on his property. If his remaining dam has water in it, they use this as an 
indicator of how much runoff is occurring on their property. 

Challenges for valuers 

The above example highlights that if there is benefit in stopping runoff, this gives rise to one 
challenge for valuers – what value will there be in traditional surface dams or even some 
irrigation improvements if greater emphasis is placed on storing moisture in the soil? 



A second and even greater challenge may come in the assessment of land value. Given that 
it takes time to build up soil carbon, humus, worm population, mycorrhizal fungi and the 
myriad of other soil life forms, might there not be a significant difference in value ‘across the 
fence’ where the same basic soil type has been degraded and depleted while the neighbour 
has been undertaking some form of regenerative agriculture. It is a challenge to account for 
the greater depth of topsoil, better soil moisture retention, improved growth of crops and 
pasture, higher carrying capacity, better quality produce and a better bottom line due to less 
expenditure on chemical fertilisers and farm chemicals. Would the regenerated land be 
worth more if it produces more, or even the same at less cost and likely be sold for premium 
prices?  
 
Rural valuers would benefit from knowing how to check for signs of soil health (or 
degradation) even by simple means such as checking how hard or soft the soil seems, what a 
handful of healthy soil smells like, signs of worm activity, the volume and depth of plant 
roots, the extent of soil cover and so on. 
 
For many years planting trees was considered a good way to capture carbon, but this ties up 
land for many years. Now, it is becoming increasingly accepted that improving soil carbon, as 
part of the farming operation, is achievable and this can bring immediate financial benefits. 
 
As the benefit of soil carbon is becoming more recognized and methods of measurement are 
being set down, there will likely be an expectation that valuers will reflect the benefit in rural 
valuations. The Carbon Credits (Carbon Farming Initiative — Measurement of Soil Carbon 
Sequestration in Agricultural Systems) Methodology Determination 2018 was made on 
January 25 2018.  
 
Organisations are being set up to help farmers undertake regenerative farming and qualify 
for Carbon Certificates. The Australian Government’s $2.55B Emission Reduction Fund (ERF) 
is aimed at reducing and/or drawing down CO2 emissions in the most cost-effective manner. 
Soil carbon sequestration is an approved methodology under the ERF regulations, whereby 
sequestration describes the absorption and storage of carbon within the soil.  
https://regenfarmers.com.au/ . A Victorian farmer was recently the first in the world to be 
recognised and rewarded for increasing soil carbon. 
 
A further challenge for valuers can come from the quite different appearance of a 
regenerative agriculture farm compared to the often more orderly appearance of 
monoculture farms. A regenerative agriculture farm can have a less orderly appearance with 
a greater diversity and intermingling of crops and pastures along with other measures to 
improve natural diversity, improve natural predators and protect waterways. 
 
Grazing properties employing regenerative agriculture will usually have much less 
permanent fencing and will rely on moveable electric fencing for rotational grazing. Some 
traditional fencing layouts may prove inadequate or unsuitable for the greater dynamics of 
mob and rotational grazing and may be rendered obsolete or of reduced value. 
 
Those already going down the regenerative agriculture path are reporting not just an 
increase in enjoyment in farming but also a reduction in costs and a better bottom line. 

http://www.environment.gov.au/climate-change/government/emissions-reduction-fund/methods/measurement-of-soil-carbon-sequestration-in-agricultural-systems
https://regenfarmers.com.au/


Benefits will also extend to nature and the environment as well as to the health of livestock, 
crops and produce and to those of us who consume nutrient dense foods produced on 
regenerated lands. 

Recognising and valuing the benefits 

As the benefits of regenerative agriculture become more widely known and appreciated, the 
value of such farms may well increase while those that continue along the traditional paths 
may well find continuing soil degradation and decreasing values. Rural valuers will need to 
become aware of the regenerative agriculture trend and think about how it might impact on 
value and marketability of farms in their area. 

 
 
 


