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Executive Summary
My grandfather used to say that once in your life you need a  

doctor, a policeman and a lawyer but every day, three times a  
day, you need a farmer. – Brenda Schoepp

The Living Classroom aims to inspire and enable the next generation of farmers, 
the adoption of regenerative farming practices and contribute to the 
regeneration of rural communities. It will be a visually beautiful, working 
regenerative farm, interpretation and function centre ~ all woven into the 
township of Bingara and surrounding natural environment.

The initiative combines four strategies of education, agri-tourism, regenerative 
farming and conferencing. These strategies align with community and region-
wide priorities identified as most key to the further regeneration of Bingara and 
surrounding district. The fortunes of Bingara, as is the case for most farming-
based communities, are intrinsically linked with both the strength and the 
characteristics of its farming sector and food system.

In its simplest form, Regenerative Agriculture is the overall term given to farming 
methods which restore and don't deplete natural systems or ecology. It is an 
emerging hybrid model which uses a range of methods from past and current 
farming practices ~ including traditional, mainstream, alternative and digital-
technology oriented systems.

With this focus, The Living Classroom aims to 
address one of Australia's most exciting 
opportunities and pressing priorities ~ meeting 
the continuing rapid growth of global food 
demand in a manner which is profoundly more 
environmental benign and significantly more 
socially beneficial.

Workforce training, recruitment and succession 
planning are all widely identified as critical 
priorities for the farming sector, and are likely to 
grow in line with the increasing need for food 
production, environmental restoration and 
innovation. A range of applied research and 
real-world educational courses, workshops and 
forums are to be provided to markets that span 
both professional arenas through to local 
communities.

The Living Classroom will also create much 
needed direct employment ~ including 
traineeships, apprenticeships and structured 
volunteer programs ~ and substantial 
economic activity through visitor and student 
expenditure as well as direct program income, 
product sales, grants and sponsorship.

A total income of $4.2m is projected for the first five years of operation, with an 
estimated economic boost of $21.5m spending in Bingara and its immediate 
district (based on current visitor spending averages). Greater multipliers from re-
circulation of funds through the local economy are additional to this.

Seventy-two thousand participants are expected during the 5 year period, 
built on a combined program which grows from 15 activities in 2013 to 128 
activities in 2017.
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IRegenerative Agriculture  
(Adapted from Rodale Institute)
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Regenerative farms are more closely interwoven with their local communities 
and economies, more likely to have local ownership and governance, 
employment, expenditure and community involvement. The Living Classroom's 
focus on regenerative agriculture is similarly aiming to regenerate rural 
communities in this way, both in Bingara and throughout New England North 
West of NSW and beyond.

The business models used by the farming and food sector are closely tied with 
the economic strength and viability of rural and regional communities. For 
example, studies by Civic Economics (USA) have found that locally owned 
grocery businesses in West Michigan generate more than 50% local economic 
benefits in dollar terms alone, as compared with absentee owned grocery 
businesses.

Vision & Purpose
There is no love sincerer than the love of food. – George Bernard Shaw

The Living Classroom will create a visually beautiful and natural wonderland 
which showcases the future of food ~ from the soil up to paddock, to our 
plates and then back again ~ to provide inspiration and know-how for the 
next generation of farmers and the regeneration of rural communities.

Australia's rural communities play a critical role in feeding our nation and the 
world. Profound changes are required if our food system is to be able to meet 
current and future needs and contemporary tastes.

The Living Classroom is taking a positive journey through these changes by 
focussing on the opportunities for rural communities in Australia and abroad.

To fulfil this purpose 150 hectares of degraded town Common are being fully 
regenerated into a highly productive farm and food forest by combining a 
wide range of complementary agricultural activities with horticulture, 
aquaculture and forestry. The synergy between these activities is key to 
nutrition, productivity, profitability, health and the natural environment.

The Living Classroom is pivotal to Bingara's own regeneration. While being 
situated at the heart of one of Australia's most productive agricultural and 
educational regions, Bingara exists on a knife-edge like so many other rural 
towns.
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LOCAL WORKS! Examining the impact of local business on the West Michigan economy
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History & Achievements
In 2005 Bingara & District Vision 20/20 embarked 
on a program of community consultation to 
develop a vision for the town's future. This process 
of engagement took 12 months and culminated 
in the publication of the “regeneration” vision.

It was during this process that The Living 
Classroom (then called Bingara Farm Gardens) 
was first identified. It was seen as the most 
significant project for its ability to be able to pull 
together the four pillars for the future ~ agriculture, 
tourism, education and regional conferencing.

John Mongard Landscape Architects was 
engaged in 2009 to develop the Bingara Town 
Strategy which included the original concept plan 
for the Living Classroom, integrated with and complementing the amenity of 
the town and community.

While the Living Classroom is still in its development infancy the project has 
already been recognised with several awards:

AILA National Landscape Architecture Award of Excellence

2011 AILA Queensland Landscape Architecture Award for Excellence 

2012 Australia Award for Urban Design Policies, Programs & Concepts - 
Large Scale  Award recipient

The following major physical works have already been completed for The 
Living Classroom site:

Consolidation of the site, land titles and zoning

Integration of The Living Classroom with the Bingara Town Master Plan

Construction of a twenty-six bed Bunkhouse

Construction of the Trade Training Centre for Primary Industry

Creation of the hydrology system of swales, lakes, ponds and waterways for 
the site

Each of these successes demonstrate the key principles of The Living Classroom 
through their integration with the wider development and regeneration of 
Bingara. For example, the Primary Industry Trade Training Centre is one of nine 
such projects across the region involving 25 schools and forms part of the 
successful Gwydir Learning Region and the hydrology system of lakes, ponds 
and swales mitigates the frequent impact of stormwater inundation into parts 
of Bingara and the main connecting road with Narrabri.

Other community and stakeholder input into planning includes:

“Our Place” – Country Town Living 2025 Forum

Bingara Community Economic Development Plan

Regenerative Energy Forum

Partner negotiations for Regional Development Australia Fund applications
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Existing Support
Works completed to date have been achieved through in-kind support and 
funding from the following organisations:

Australian Government | Building the Education Revolution (Primary Industry 
Trade Training Centre and Bunkhouse)

NSW Government | Trade & Investment (Bingara Community Economic 
Development Plan)

Site hydration, earthworks, swales, lakes and ponds (Murray Darling Basin 
Authority)

Gwydir Shire Council’s nearly $¾m investment for  legal work and land 
purchases to consolidate the site, contributions to the Primary Industry 
Trade Training Centre and Bunkhouse, earthworks, landscaping, connection 
of utilities and project management 

Current partnerships include: Bingara and District Vision 20/20; NSW 
Department of Education; Border Rivers Gwydir and Namoi CMAs; Community 
College Northern Inland; two Cooperator Farms; Gwydir & Macintyre Resources 
Management Committee; Gwydir Learning Region; John Mongard Landscape 
Architects; Bingara Lions Club; McGregor Gourlay Agricultural Services; Friends 
of Myall Creek Memorial Committee; NSW Trade & Investment; Resource 
Consulting Services; TAFE NEI; The Brolga Project; Tocal; UNE and Penn State 
University; Upper Gwydir Landcare; and Willoughby City Council.

Political support has been received from Senator John Williams, Mark Coulton 
MP and Richard Torbay (NSW Northern Tablelands).

Partnerships are being developed with Agrifood Skills Australia; Bingara Fish 
Hatchery; Bingara Garden Club; Bingara Men’s Shed; local schools; and the 
regional tourism sector. In addition, research has been completed identifying 
alignment with key relevant global, national, regional and local plans (18) and 
other complementary farming and educational operations (43). Partnership 
negotiations with these organisations and initiatives is an identified priority.

Governance & Management
The Living Classroom is an initiative of 
Gwydir Shire Council (GSC). It is governed 
by a Board of Directors which comprises 
both staff members from Council and 
other members to bring relevant 
expertise and networks.

Current members of the Board are: Garry 
McDouall, Chair; Max Eastcott, GSC 
General Manager; Rick Hutton, Chair 
Bingara & District Vision 20/20; Rod Smith 
GSC Training and Development Officer; 
Glen Periera, GSC Building and 
Environmental Services Director; and 
Darren Keegan, Chartered Accountant 
and UNE doctoral student.

The governance arrangement is in the 
process of being formalised as a Section 355 Committee. It will have a written 
Memorandum of Understanding with the following key governing principles:

The Committee's central roles and responsibilities are strategic planning, 
accountability, risk management, performance and improvement, 
implemented through the Project Director

Council's roles and responsibilities are employment of the Project Director 
and other dedicated personnel as well as support services in regards to 
administration, record keeping, asset and property maintenance

Directors will be recruited based on their demonstrated knowledge, 
experience and ability to pursue the vision, principles and strategies 
detailed in this Plan. In this way the Directors are a merit and performance-
based team rather than a representative body
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The Project Director will be responsible for implementation of the strategic 
plan and day-to-day operations and the coordination of Council staff 
involvement and other contributions. The Project Director will be 
entrepreneurial and able to strategically create and utilise opportunities to 
progress the implementation of this plan. They will bring vision, passion and 
energy as well as professional capabilities in 
agribusiness, education, tourism, conferencing, 
communications, partnerships and stakeholder 
relations and community engagement

Gwydir Shire Council has a demonstrated track 
record in working with governance arrangements 
of this form, including The Roxy Complex, Bingara 
Pre-School and Childrens' Services and the 
Bingara Historical Society and Museum.

Central Location & Complementary Facilities
Bingara is located centrally within the Northern Inland Region of NSW, one of 
Australia's most productive agricultural districts with major towns being 
Tamworth, Armidale, Inverell, Moree and Narrabri. The region is situated inland 
and mid-way between the major cities of Sydney and Brisbane and has a 
current population of 185,000 people.

To the north-east is the higher country of the New England Tablelands where 
beef and wool production prevail. This area includes the educational centre of 
Armidale. To the south of the region is the mixed farming district surrounding 
Tamworth. It is also a commercial, processing and administrative centre for 
many organisations. The third area is the intensively farmed black soil plains 
area of NSW leading up to the north-west and which relies heavily on 
agriculture.

Bingara sits at the transition point between the plains to the west and the 
tablelands to the north-east. As a consequence it has a wider range of 
geology and biodiversity than most parts of Australia. Its climate allows a broad 

range of agriculture and this provides the basis for demonstrating agricultural 
and ecological lessons that are relevant for the whole of the Northern Inland 
region, Australia and beyond.

A range of complementary farming operations and facilities are located either 
locally or within easy reach of the town including:

Agribusiness ~ a diverse range of existing agricultural enterprises which 
demonstrate aspects of regenerative agriculture and provide the potential 
for deployment at a commercial-scale

Educational ~  the internationally unique Myall Creek Memorial and a wide 
range of agribusiness educational providers

Tourism ~ many points of interest and facilities such as the Warialda Visitor 
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Information Centre, Mt Kaputar National Park, Ceramic Break Sculpture 
Park, Copeton Waters State Recreation Park, Fossickers Way, North West 
View, freshwater fishing, nature reserves and events (Orange Festival, North 
West Film Festival, Easterfish)

Accommodation ~ in addition to the on-site Bunkhouse there are a range 
of accommodation options available. These include quality bed abd 
breakfast through to farmstays, motels, hotels, caravan and camping parks 
as well as bush camping areas.

Conferencing & Meetings ~ Roxy Greek Theatre Complex & Cafe

Initiatives
The Living Classroom will utilise three broad spheres for delivery of its program 
of initiatives ~ on-site, on-line and on-farms ~ and target a wide range of 
available markets (students, farmers, suppliers, tourists, community members, 
teachers and researchers).

Creating the Regenerative Farm
As a 'living' classroom, the most important initial work is to actually regenerate 
and create the site as an applied learning process in itself. This requires 
collaboration with teachers, farmers, students, suppliers and so on. Such an 
approach has been successfully used by other similar enterprises (such as 
CERES and Kristianstads Ecomuseum).

The Living Classroom is situated on a degraded former Town Common. While 
some significant work has been completed (detailed earlier) the site remains 
largely a blank canvas.

The regeneration of the site and creation of this working farm and model of 
regenerative agriculture, provides the basis for a program of applied courses 
with research and planning also linked with hands-on work to create the farm.

A range of farm and site concept plans have 
been developed to guide this initiative. Each is 
designed to accommodate a wide range of 
regenerative methods and trials, recognising the 
constraints of its size or scale. Regenerative 
methods will be prioritised according to their 
ability to be replicated at full commercial scale, 
as well as for providing opportunities in niche 
markets and value-adding to existing local and 
regional food production.

Ongoing farm operations will draw on a wide 
range of labour models ~ volunteer, traineeship, 
apprenticeship and work-for-welfare ~ to 
optimise the number of people involved for 
learning and training, while at the same time 
ensuring operational costs are met by farm 
income.

Build the Interpretive Centre
The Interpretive Centre is to be the most significant built infrastructure on The 
Living Classroom site. It is to include a visually stunning and iconic main building 
which plays an important part in attracting tourists and visitors to the site, town 
and region. The building will be highly functional, flexible and modular. It will be 
the primary facility for catering, retail, meetings, workshops, forums, functions 
and events, and is especially important for food preparation and eating.
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The Interpretive Centre will also include an extensive network of paths, signage, 
rest and viewing platforms that weave their way throughout the whole site 
together with sensory pathways and gardens. Vehicle parking facilities for 
coaches and cars are to be included.

All built infrastructure will embody the principles of regeneration in regards to 
being low impact and low maintenance as well as highly aesthetic by 
complementing and integrating with the surrounding natural landscape and 
farm.

The process of designing, planning and constructing The Interpretive Centre will 
involve a similar program of applied and hands-on learning as intended for the 
creation of Regenerative Farm detailed above. The Gwydir Learning Region, 
led by Gwydir Shire Council, has incorporated similar training with development 
previously ~ for construction of the Hospitality Trade Training Centre at the Roxy 
Theatre & Cafe and the Warialda Showground Amenities Block.

 Australian Centre for Regenerative Agriculture
While there is a wide range of regenerative agriculture practices through 
Australia and particularly in the Northern Inland region ~ including notable 
production processes, education courses, research trials and agri-tourism 
operations ~ there is no single place which makes these available all together 
as is the case with both Regenerative Agriculture UK and Ecomuseum 
Kristianstads Vattenrike for example.

The Living Classroom will initially create a Regenerative Agriculture Precinct in 
the Northern Inland area. This will provide a gateway to regenerative 

agricultural offerings in the region, which in turn provides the platform for 
development of the larger Australian Centre for Regenerative Agriculture to be 
established, which will expand with national and international links.

The Australian Centre for Regenerative Agriculture is the brand and vehicle for 
courses and activities targeting professionals, farmers, practitioners, researchers, 
policy makers and so on. It is intended to be the lead brand for the various 
commercial and professional service initiatives detailed in this Plan. By contrast, 
The Living Classroom will be the brand and vehicle for courses and activities 
targeting the community, tourists and the public-at-large. These two spheres 
have areas of overlap, particularly their shared use of The Living Classroom's 
Regenerative Farm, Interpretive Centre and other on-site facilities. This dual-
brand strategy is similar to that used by the Mulloon Creek Farm (farming 
operations brand) and The Mulloon Institute (their brand for research and 
training activities).
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Ecomuseum Kristianstads Vattenrike, Sweden plays a pivotal role as a bridging  
organisation that build relationships, trust, capacity and collaboration for the healthy  
functioning and resilience of the Kristianstad Water Realm. The Ecomuseum works on  

many levels, bringing together experts, producers and stakeholder organisations as well  
as providing tourism and education for students, the public and tourists.
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Learning & Visitor Program
It’s difficult to think anything but pleasant thoughts while eating a  

home grown tomato. - Lewis Grizzard

The Learning & Visitor Program will expand to fully utilise the capacity (i.e. 
infrastructure, farm, knowledge, networks) of The Living Classroom as it is 
developed over time.

As detailed above, the initial focus will be on contributing to the three 
foundational initiatives ~  creating the Farm, constructing the Interpretive 
Centre and establishing the Centre for Regenerative Agriculture. Each of these 
provides a unique opportunity for applied learning for farmers, students, 
researchers, teachers alike and participation by visitors, tourists and the wider 
community.

Already, The Living Classroom has hosted several tours and learning programs, 
using the strategy of providing opportunity for learning by making a hands-on 
contribution to the creation of the centre.

There is an incredible array of possible learning programs, formats and markets, 
even when restricting these to just those that can be seen and demonstrated 
at The Living Classroom.

Analysis of the current farming education market highlights the following 
priorities for the Learning & Visitor Program:

School and student programs and excursions such as building on the 
current annual Rural Adventure

General Farm Skills for the overseas workers visa scheme (which will provide 
a labour force to contribute to the creation of the Regenerative Farm)

Greenhorns/NextGen/ReGen experiential course to inspire the next 
generation of farmers, including both youth and tree-changers and 
building upon the track record of the Gwydir Learning Region

Regenerative Agriculture for Farmers (on-site field days, workshops, 
seminars, expert speakers and on-farm tours) covering a changing set of 
topics (eg. soil health, hydration, regenerating degraded land, composting, 

pest management, grazing, cropping, aquaculture, animal health, 
ecosystem services, biodiversity and production, etc.)

Niche courses (eg. small landholder farming, Tree Changer Taste Tester, 
boutique food production)

Festivals, Events and Activities building on current food focussed initiatives 
(such as the Orange Festival and Easterfish) and new opportunities linked 
with the key moments on the food and tourist calendar (such as calving, 
harvest feast with celebrity chefs, school holidays and spring)

Self-guided as well as volunteer-led, professional-led and event-based 
interpretive site tours for tourists, delegations and visitors more generally

 Commercial Deployment
Wide dissemination and deployment of regenerative agricultural practices are 
central to The Living Classroom's purpose as well as long-term food security.

Working with commercial regenerative farmers is key to being able to trial and 
demonstrate the full range of farming which are potentially deployable at full 
commercial scale and can overcomes constraints of the 150ha site in Bingara.
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Promoting, recruiting and supporting new farmers in America, Greenhorns

http://www.thegreenhorns.net/
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These formal partnerships with commercial farms are named Cooperator 
Farms. Cooperator Farmers are key advocates for the benefits and up-take of 
regenerative agriculture. They are also candidates for contract work to deliver 
The Living Classroom's various courses, workshops and other activities. The 
contract work provides complementary off-farm income, skills and network 
development.

Demonstration trials are also important in establishing links with markets and 
demonstrating the financial viability for each farming process and product. 
Examples include fruit forests and value-added meat products (such as 
organic) which need to reach sufficient markets to be established on a viable 
basis.

Links with the food industry and consumers are just as important. Demonstrating 
and telling the story of regenerative farming and food can provide a much 
needed source of self-esteem for producers and inspiration for the industry 
and consumers.

Widespread adoption of regenerative agriculture is strongly tied with the 
regeneration and health of 
rural communities. Local 
ownership, employment, 
purchasing of supplies and 
sales of food are all strongly 
aligned with the economic 
and social viability of rural 
communities. By contrast, 
absentee and large 
corporate ownership are 
more akin to the fly-in fly-out 
mining model, with marginal 
positive benefits accruing to 
the district surrounding their 
operations.

Local Food System
Shipping is a terrible thing to do to vegetables. They probably get  

jet-lagged, just like people. – Elizabeth Berry

A key part of The Living Classroom's vision is for Bingara and the surrounding 
district to become a 'closed-loop' community in producing its own food and 
re-using its organic and putrescible waste.

Generically known as “community supported 
agriculture”, this refers to the strategy of linking food 
producers, wholesalers, retailers and the community 
to endorse and promote local farms and 
agribusiness. This platform can be further expanded 
by supporting community food production at home 
and in public spaces such as community gardens 
and more innovative examples like the Bingara 
orange tree corridors and its annual Orange Festival.

As the local food system network grows, 
opportunities for value-adding will become more 
viable. For example, the orange harvest could link 
with a boutique juicing operation or even becoming 
an orange liquor specialist (“Cointreau Capital”).

Incredible Edible Todmorden have taken the 
concept of a local food system to an extraordinary 

level, converting public space for food production throughout their town to 
include public housing estates, aged care facilities, dozens of public spaces for 
herb and vegetable gardens, greenhouses,  several orchards, a network of 
egg producers and every school. Even the Police and Fire Stations have food 
gardens. Community members volunteer to maintain the public gardens and 
produce is free to passers by. Food Inspirers are trained up to promote 
education in cooking and nutrition, organise regular cooking events and 
provide local recipes.
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Free-range flocks of chickens eradicate pests, fertilise  
paddocks and produce eggs and meat

http://www.incredible-edible-todmorden.co.uk/
http://www.bingara.com.au/index.cfm?page_id=1285&page_name=Bingara%20Orange%20Festival
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The vision for Bingara is a 
variation on this theme, 
enabling an YIMBYs (Yes! 
In My Backyard) 
movement of local food 
growing. Surplus and 
unwanted local food will 
be pooled through a 
market place for use and 
purchase by residents, 
customers and local 
hospitality providers. The 
vision is that every meal 
consumed includes 
locally grown and 
produced food. The 
ultimate aim is to have 
all food locally grown 
and produced.

Professional Services
The regenerative agriculture sector is growing and becoming increasingly 
important as the global population continues to grow rapidly and ecosystem 
health continues to deteriorate. While there are a range of existing providers of 
professional services in regenerative agriculture, The Living Classroom is the only 
community-based operator in Australia.

With each successful stage of development, including those already achieved, 
The Living Classroom is developing a base of knowledge and intellectual 
property which will be developed into providing professional services for 
farmers and other rural communities seeking to embed the principles of 
regeneration. This particularly includes the Cooperator Farms, who are 
envisaged to become partners and contracted to assist deliver a suite of 
professional services.

There, however, is a very broad range of possible professional services which 
could ultimately be provided through The Living Classroom, as is planned with 
the Learning & Visitor Program. The focus will be on that which is most viable in 
the current market and context.

For instance, for farmers, Carbon Agronomy is a new niche which integrates 
necessary work on carbon management and climate change with agricultural 
productivity and biodiversity health. Carbon sequestration and management 
has a direct benefit to natural ecosystems, cropping and grazing enterprises, 
farm and regional income, water quality, atmospheric gas fluxes and climate 
and weather.
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Regional Food System, Vermont's Northeast Kingdom

The Henbery Conservation Project ~ Australia's first bio-diverse carbon farming business  
(Henbury Station, NT)
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The Living Classroom site itself is most significant 
for its ability to demonstrate and measure 
Carbon Agronomy (although given its small size it 
has limited ability to produce carbon 
sequestration or income, unlike the opportunity 
for Cooperator Farms).

For communities, there is potential to develop 
and provide a comprehensive service for rural 
regeneration and development. This is similar to 
the work being done by The Centre for an 
Agricultural Economy in Hardwick, Vermont. 
Recognising that most disadvantaged 
communities are unlikely to have the capacity to 
pay, the challenge with this particular type of 
professional service is developing an associated 
revenue stream to fund the work. A watching 
brief is required to track opportunities which might emerge in this regard, and 
to assess when, and how, it may become viable.

Other Initiatives
Once The Living Classroom is established ~ in terms of its 
infrastructure, the regenerative farm, interpretive centre and 
the various initiatives detailed above ~ a range of other 
initiatives will become possible.

The following initiatives will complement and increase 
utilisation of The Living Classroom:

Venue hire for conferences and corporate retreats

Venue hire for weddings and functions

Retail sales of regional regenerative produce, art and 
craft

Sector & Market Analysis
The more we pour the big machines, the fuel, the pesticides, the  
herbicides, the fertiliser and chemicals into farming, the more we  
knock out the mechanism that made it all work in the first place.

– David R. Brower

The Living Classroom is positioned to appeal to recognised markets in 
regenerative agriculture (such as education, production and consumption) 
and agri-tourism.

In its simplest form, regenerative agriculture is the overall term given to farming 
methods which restore and do not deplete natural systems or ecology. 
Regenerative Agriculture UK describe this further as the focus on:

“... building soils, restoring watercourses, and encouraging  
biodiversity, while reducing dependency on outside inputs,  
improving livestock health and increasing farm yields and 

profitability...”

Regenerative agriculture is a set of principles more than a definitive set of 
practices. In this way there is considerable common ground with agricultural 
practices including: polyculture, synergistic cropping and grazing, 
permaculture, keyline, biodynamics, alley farming, aquaculture, vermiculture, 
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Four Principles for Long-Term Sustainability, The Natural Step

http://www.hardwickagriculture.org/
http://www.hardwickagriculture.org/
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rotational grazing, no-till cropping, cover crops, holistic management, pasture 
cropping, free-range, organic, pulse grazing, natural sequence farming, mosaic 
farming, agroecological farming, applied watershed restoration and 
commercial composting and waste recycling.

The other key defining quality of regenerative agriculture is its focus beyond 
the farm fence. Here there is regeneration of natural ecosystems, such as 
restoration of a healthy habitat for birds which contribute to insect and pests 
control or less pollution in creeks and rivers. There is also the contribution it 
makes to the community, such as employment and business as well as reuse 
and recycling of waste.

Strategic Position
Only he can understand what a farm is, what a country is, who  

shall have sacrificed part of himself to his farm or country, fought to  
save it, struggled to make it beautiful. Only then will the love of  

farm or country fill his heart. – Antoine de Saint-Exupery

The uniqueness of The Living Classroom is twofold.

First, it is an award-winning example of a thoroughly integrated community-
based development. It forms an integral part of the Bingara Town Master Plan. 
Community members, government authorities, industry and other stakeholders 
having been involved from the initial visioning through to this current planning 
phase of work.

Being interwoven with the development of Bingara means that The Living 
Classroom will leverage significantly greater value through its education, 
extension and collaboration with Cooperator Farms. In this way it represents a 
highly affordable, scalable and replicable model for the regeneration of rural 
and farming communities globally.

Second, it will be Australia's only facility that demonstrates, interprets and 
teaches regenerative agriculture that is open to the public and farming sector 
on a regular and ongoing basis. By way of contrast, most research facilities and 
field trials focus on one or a few farming methods rather than a whole-of-farm 
system. They are also only open to farmers and the public at specific times, 
with many being part of an otherwise commercial farm businesses which are 
highly restricted in terms of public access.

The affordable and ready availability of the important knowledge generated 
by this initiative will be pivotal to the future of food.

Page 13 of 17

Integration of The Living Classroom with the Bingara Town Master Plan (John Mongard  
Landscape Architects)
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Trends & Analysis
ABARE has found that operators in the agri-tourism sector consistently highlight 
that urban populations have an increasing desire to connect to the farm. A 
key factor in this growth is consumer interest in locally produced foods, in 
farming and in food production 
generally, as well as in 
sustainable, ethical and organic 
production. Surveys by the 
Australian Food Sovereignty 
Alliance have similarly found a 
renaissance in home and 
community food growing, with 
about 53% of Australians now 
growing fruit and vegetables or 
raising livestock and 59% of them 
starting a vegetable garden in 
the last 5 years.

Regenerative agriculture addresses many of the most pressing national and 
global business and sustainability challenges. According to KPMG International, 
costs of environmental impacts are doubling every 14 years. Food producers 
have the largest external environmental cost footprint of the 11 sectors 
assessed (followed by electricity, oil and gas). Further, unless addressed, the 
external environmental costs of food production could outweigh the sector’s 
entire earnings.

The importance of regenerative agriculture, including recruitment and 
education, is reflected in the priorities of the National Farmers' Federation. Their 
priorities include:

Increasing consumer demand and expectations and expanding niche 
products and through-chain traceability and quality assurance schemes

Innovation in the face of productivity growth decline

Managing natural resource pressures and climate variability and change

Resolving for many farming families the deeply divisive issue of succession 
planning and, more broadly, agricultural management in general

These trends are more significant when considering the global food system. The 
United Nations Food and Agriculture Organisation (UNFAO) identifies the 
following issues in contemporary food production:

the need for policies which aim at improving productivity in a sustainable 
manner

consideration of climate change and consequent increases in the severity 
and frequency of weather related impacts on food production, especially 
with more frequent and severe occurrences of emergencies and disasters

competing demands on agriculture to provide not only food and feed, but 
also commodities for energy and other purposes

the inter-relationship of energy and agricultural prices and the potential 
impact that future increases in crude oil prices could have on agricultural 
costs and hence the price of food

UNFAO stresses that productivity from existing agricultural resources (land, water 
and plant and animal genetic resources) will need to rise further through 
intensification and enhanced resource use efficiency. This will require improved 
know-how and innovative farming methods to produce more food with limited 
resources in a more sustainable way, as well as a good knowledge and 
understanding of the natural resource base itself.

They identify opportunities which underpin the rationale for The Living 
Classroom:

a new momentum, after decades of neglect, to re-invest in agriculture

increased public awareness of the environmental, health and development 
dimensions of food production, trade and consumption systems, prompting 
governments, civil society and the private sector to act in making food 
supply chains more environmentally friendly, supportive of human health, 
and pro-poor
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integration of scientific and technological developments to address 
nutrition, health and environment challenges, coupled with the rapid 
spread of affordable information and communication technologies, 
supporting global sharing of information and knowledge, and increasing 
smallholder market access and know-how

Continuing with business as usual means that by 2035, global food production 
could fall by 12% due to land degradation alone. Land degradation is 
exceeding regeneration. UNFAO found that 25% of the world’s land is highly 
degraded while only 10% is improving. In Australia, soil fertility is declining in 33% 
of all cropped land. Globally, 12 million hectares of land is lost through 
desertification and drought each year ~ an area half the size of the United 
Kingdom ~ with about 75 billion tonnes of fertile soil is lost each year. Overall, 
about 1.5 billion people live off degrading land, of whom 74% are the poor.

The health of both the underlying and surrounding ecosystem is critical for food 
production. Today’s food is grown on just 11% of the global land surface and 
only 3% of the Earth’s surface offers inherently fertile soil. Worldwide, 24% of 
global land area declined in climate-adjusted net primary productivity during 
the period 1981–2003, with only 16% registering an improvement (Gardiner & 
Reid, p.445). By contrast though, global food needs will grow by 50%, water by 
30% and energy demand by 45% by 2030. The UNFAO has found that farmers 
will need to grow as much food in the next 50 years as we have produced in 
the last 10,000 years.
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Rural and regional areas have a critical part 
to play in food production, yet for the first 
time in human history, by 2009 more people 
were living in urban than rural and regional 
areas, particularly mega cities. Australia 
specifically is cited as the most urbanised 
country in the world, with nearly 90% of 

residents living in urban areas of more than 100,000 people and the majority of 
these are living in one of the eight capital cities.

This circumstance is contributing to a strong metro-centric perspective and 
culture which in part is a contributing factor to the direct decline in labour for 
the agricultural sector. The roles of rural communities in energy generation, fibre 
production and conservation management are just as important.

Agribusiness faces serious labour shortages as existing workers age and others 
are moving into mining and other services. Forecasts indicate that the sector is 
likely to lose around one-third of its workforce over the next 10 years due to 
ageing alone. The Australian Farm Institute estimated in 2008 that the demand 
for labour in the sector exceeded supply by 116,000 people.

The Productivity Commission estimates the agribusiness sector will generate 
32,000 new jobs each year. The industry currently needs 6,000 graduates a year 
yet is receiving fewer than 800 from domestic sources. As a result agricultural 
recruitment companies are advertising in colleges around the world.

The Australian Council of Deans for Agriculture Research have identified a 
continual decline in graduate completions in university agriculture and related 
degrees for the last two decades. Currently there are fewer than 300 in 
agriculture and 700 in agriculturally related courses. In contrast, the job market 
for graduates, as evidenced by job advertisements, indicates that there has 
been in excess of 4,000 positions per year consistently over the past 4 years.

For the Northern Inland of NSW this is especially significant. Agriculture accounts 
for one-third of all businesses, 16% of its workforce (12,000 people) and $1.7Bn 
earned per year in produce.

First Year (2013) Priorities
The Living Classroom is a creative exercise in 
learning to grow food using regenerative 
agriculture principles so as to ensure a sustainable 
farming and rural future.

The overarching performance measure for the first  
full year of implementation is that 50% of the local  
community and current partners have been 
directly engaged with The Living Classroom.
Staging of Development

The Business Plan reflects a strategy of enabling 
Initiatives to come online as the capacity of The 
Living Classroom grows. The two highest priorities 
are creating the Regenerative Farm and building 
the Interpretive Centre, together with all associated 
site landscaping.

Work on these priorities can commence immediately by using existing facilities 
(for example, the Primary Industry Trade Training Centre and Bunkhouse 
accommodation).
Program Development

A program of events and courses which involve partners, volunteers and interns 
will be developed to both utilise existing facilities and channel involvement in 
further development of the site.

Analysis of the range of events and courses identified in the Plan will prioritise 
those which are most ready for development and implementation, matched 
with existing capacity of the site, resources and funding.

The financial model assumes 15 activities will be undertaken in 2013, including 
continuation of the school programs; the launches and forums to commence 
work on each of the Regenerative Farm and Interpretive Centre; and 
conducting of five educational courses.
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Financial Projections
Consolidated total income is projected to exceed $4.2m over the five-year 
period of this plan. Activities rise from 15 to 128 per year over a five-year 
period. Participant numbers total 72,000 over five years, creating 150,000 
person day/nights in Bingara and immediate district.

Break-even is achieved in year two of operations (2014), with a full-time Project 
Director, contractors and volunteers delivering a program of 42 activities.

The projected economic impact os $28m over five years incorporates both its 
direct impact ($6.7m) and increased visitation and spending ($21.5m). Further 
economic opportunities are created through using sub-contractors to deliver 
the various courses, events and other program activities ($1.6m over five years).
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