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Summary 

 

During the COVID-19 pandemic in early 2020, labour markets in Queensland faced several 

challenges, due to the shut-down of service sectors and restrictions on movement, to limit the spread 

of the disease.  Horticulture being a labour intensive industry within agriculture, entering its peak 

season at the time of restrictions, required a greater understanding of labour requirements by region 

and though time, to ensure workforce availability, sector viability and the provision of food.  

The Department of Agriculture and Fisheries with Growcom undertook a survey of Queensland 

horticulture enterprises to estimate seasonal labour demand for the six month period from April 2020 

to September 2020.  The purpose of this analysis is to provide an early and rapid study into the 

workforce requirements of the Queensland horticulture sector during the COVID-19 pandemic.  In 

particular, this analysis seeks to identify the workforce hotspots, and attempts to quantify the number 

of roles needed to ensure food production.    

The survey and subsequent analysis identified potential impacts of COVID-19 on the sector stemming 

from its reliance on overseas visa workers, including backpackers, working holiday makers and 

seasonal workers.    

 

Initially growers were reporting uncertainty around labour availability and supply, with reports that it 

was impacting their production volumes and therefore ability to service demand.  Following 

government action to extend visas for those within the Pacific Labour Scheme, Seasonal Worker 

Program and working holiday makers, concern has reduced.  However, it remains imperative that we 

understand labour needs at the regional level to ensure we manage the flow of labour whilst 

protecting the health of all Australians and visitors.     

The results of the Growcom horticulture industry survey, combined with DAF analysis of labour intensity, 

has identified an average monthly workforce demand of 10,000 to 13,000 skilled and unskilled workers 

for the six-month period to September 2020.  Queensland horticulture labour demand is expected to 

increase month-on-month from 8,000 – 9,000 workers in April 2020 to 11,000 to 15,000 workers in 

September 2020 (Figure 1).  Wide Bay Burnett, Moreton Bay North and Cairns regions have the highest 

demand for workers with estimated monthly job averages of 2,864, 1,829 and 1,421 respectively.  Other 

areas of high average monthly demand include Mackay-Isaac-Whitsunday, Toowoomba and Darling 

Downs-Maranoa.  
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Figure 1: Queensland horticulture labour demand – April to September 2020 

 

Background and scope 

Labour is a critical input to the successful operation of Australia’s horticulture sector. The sector faces 

significant but predictable seasonal peaks in demand for labour. During harvest the numbers of 

workers required typically increases more than ten-fold. 

The direct labour employed across the Australian agricultural sector represents around 3% of the 

Australian workforce and its activities contributed $59 billion to the nation’s economy in 201812.  In 

addition, over 1.5 million Australians are employed in industries related to the sector.3  According to 

the 2016 census, 20 per cent of all people working in agriculture were employed in horticulture. 

The Australian horticulture industry is a labour intensive sector heavily reliant on manual labour, and 

in particular on a seasonal workforce sourced from overseas temporary visa holders, the largest 

source of which is the WHM visa program.  Australian horticultural farms sourced around 70 per cent 

of their labour from visa holders, with up to 60% of workers being seasonal4. 

The COVID-19 pandemic and measures designed to control its spread have impacted the 

Queensland horticulture sector with respect to labour availability.  The peak in labour demand is often 

regionally concentrated, as the crops of a number of enterprises across a region will mature and 

require harvesting at similar times.  Due to the seasonality of work the horticulture workforce is highly 

mobile, moving across Australia in line with harvest seasons.  Workers must be readily available, in 

the numbers required, and at the time and location where they are needed.  This requirement for 

regular movement makes it challenging for industry to attract local labour (and or displaced workers), 

despite attempts to source both local job seekers and other Australian labour. 

                                                      
1 ABS. 2019. Value of agricultural commodities produced, Australia, 2017-18 (catalogue no. 7503.0). Australian Bureau of 
Statistics: Canberra, Australia. 
2 ABS. 2020. Labour Force, Australia, Detailed, Quarterly, Feb 2020 (catalogue no. 6291.0) Australian Bureau of Statistics: 
Canberra, Australia. 
3 Wu W, Dawson D, Fleming-Muñoz D, Schleiger E and Horton J. 2019. The future of Australia’s agricultural workforce. CSIRO 
Data61: Canberra, Australia. 
4 Dufty, N, Martin, P & Zhao, S 2019, Demand for farm workers: ABARES farm survey results 2018, ABARES research report, 

Canberra. 
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This report and analysis is intended to provide a rapid understanding of likely horticulture labour 

demand in Queensland during the COVID-19 pandemic.  In particular it seeks to identify hotspots for 

demand through time, to assist in managing labour to provide the essential service of food production.  

This information will help enterprises, industry, communities and government work together to ensure 

the provision of fresh food for Queenslanders, Australians and for export markets now and into the 

future. 

As an initial rapid analysis the scope of this analysis was limited to the six month period from April to 

September 2020.  Moving forward there will need to be continued work to understand labour 

requirements in agriculture and ensure workforce availability. 

 

Method 

In estimating Queensland horticulture labour requirements a three step process was used; initial 

broad survey, secondary source analysis, and targeted survey. 

1. Initial survey: 

In March 2020 Growcom undertook an online survey of Queensland horticulture enterprises to 

understand their labour demand on a month by month basis to September 2020. One hundred and 

ninety-one usable responses were received from sixty postcodes across Queensland horticulture 

regions.  To rapidly assess the representativeness of the data, workforce demand was mapped 

against regional Gross Value of Agricultural Production (GVAP). Outliers in the demand to GVAP ratio 

provided insights into areas where data required improvement. 

2. Secondary analysis: 

To understand labour demand comprehensively across Queensland, DAF estimated labour demand 

based on area of production5 and labour intensity, using figures for labour intensity per ha from 

individual commodity gross margins collected by the department. 

3. Targeted survey: 

To improve the initial survey representativeness, the survey was re-run for a week targeted to the 

postcodes with limited response rates.  Following this round a total of 241 responses were received 

with a greater proportion of large growers than in the initial survey. 

 

Results 

Note: the results contained herein are numbers as derived from the survey and modelling.  These 

should be used with caution as they are indicative only.  The importance of this work is to provide an 

estimation of the magnitude of labour demand and the trends over time and region.   

From the three step process we have estimated a range of demand, with minimum estimates from the 

revised survey data alone, and maximum estimates from the survey data and DAF modelling in 

regions deemed to still be underrepresented, in respect to their level of horticulture production.  

                                                      
5 Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2019. Agricultural Commodities, Australia- 2017-18, Catalogue number 7121.0, ABS, 

Canberra. 
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Results identified an average monthly workforce demand of 10,000 to 13,000 skilled and unskilled 

workers for the six-month period to September 2020.  Labour demand is expected to increase month-

on-month from 8,000 – 9,000 workers in April 2020 to 11,000 to 15,000 workers in September 2020 

(Figure 1).   

Wide Bay Burnett, Moreton Bay North and Cairns regions have the highest demand for workers with 

estimated monthly job averages of 2,864, 1,829 and 1,421 respectively.  Other areas of high average 

monthly demand include Mackay-Isaac-Whitsunday, Toowoomba and Darling Downs-Maranoa.  Table 

1 shows the results of the Growcom survey after targeted follow up to garner additional responses.  

Table 2 shows higher values which were estimated based on production, for regions where the survey 

was under representative. Figures 2 and 3 plot the same data, allowing for visualisation of demand 

peaks through time.  Figure 4 shows maximum estimated labour demand stacked.   

A major demand hot spot identified in the analysis is in Wide Bay, which includes the Bundaberg 

area, and grows tomatoes, capsicums, sweet potatoes and avocados. Labour demand will be 

approximately 3,000 persons per month remaining fairly steady from across the study period and into 

December.  Another significant part of the estimated labour demand growth (average of 2,000 

workers per month) will come from strawberries demand for pickers and packers (in Moreton Bay 

North - Caboolture, Wamuran, Beerwah, Glasshouse Mountains) starting in May/June building to a 

peak in August/September.  Other key areas of peak demand will be in Mackay-Isaac-Whitsunday, 

specifically the Bowen region (tomatoes, capsicums) through the winter months from June to October, 

peaking at 1,727 workers in September.   

The citrus harvests also have strong labour demand increasing from April to September in the Wide 

Bay and Central Queensland regions, specifically the Gayndah/Mundubbera area as well as 

Emerald.  Avocados are also a significant commodity requiring labour in Queensland with the harvest 

from February through to June in Cairns (Atherton Tablelands) and April to September in Wide Bay 

(Bundaberg/Childers area).  The mango harvests, commencing in November in Townsville (the 

Burdekin) and continuing through to February in Cairns (Atherton Tablelands), will also have strong 

labour demand. 

Table 1: Labour demand results from Growcom labour demand survey 
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Table 2: Labour demand results from survey and secondary analysis 

 

 

Figure 2: Labour demand results from Growcom labour demand survey 
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Figure 3: Labour demand results from survey and secondary analysis 

 

 

Figure 4: Stacked Queensland horticulture labour demand from survey and secondary analysis  

 


