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Executive Summary

Access to suitable, affordable and available housing is a constraint on workforce attraction, retention and long term viability
across Victoria’s dairy regions. While dairy remains an important industry for regional economies, supporting thousands of
jobs and generating billions in agricultural value, housing shortages are increasingly undermining the industry’s capacity to
sustain and grow its workforce'.

In recent years, Gardiner Foundation has heard directly from Victorian dairy farmers, processors and communities about
the issues relating to housing and accommodation impacting their operations. In response, a number of activities were
commissioned to identify housing and accommodation solutions for Victorian dairying communities.

This report consolidates evidence from three complementary streams of work examining housing and accommodation
challenges across Victoria’s dairy regions. Together, the findings show housing shortages are systemic and multi causal,
with the most acute pressure in rental markets (vacancy rates in dairying local government areas often near-below 1 per
cent, averaging ~1.5 per cent)?. The identified conditions are directly impacting dairy businesses (farms and processors),
influencing recruitment, retention, productivity and succession.

The work also shows there is strong market interest to deliver solutions if common barriers relating to land availability,
planning certainty, capital alignment and coordination are addressed. The report concludes that collaboration is essential,
and proposes a role for Gardiner in progressing two practical next steps:

A demonstration housing project in a priority Develop practical guidelines to support farmers
location with alignment on land, planning, roles and local government to plan and deliver on-farm
and capital structure accommodation

"Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2021 Census; Dairy Australia and Regional Australia Institute, Housing in Australia’s Dairy Regions: Baseline Report, 2021.

2Dairy Australia and Regional Australia Institute, Housing in Australia’s Dairy Regions: Baseline Report, 2021; Regional Housing Victoria, 2026 consultation findings.



Background

Dairy is among the most economically significant agricultural
industries in Victoria’s Northern, Gippsland and South
West regions, contributing substantially to regional Gross
Value Added (GVA) and supporting a large, geographically
distributed workforce. In several Local Government Areas
(LGA’s), dairy employment accounts for between 5 and 20
per cent of the total workforce, underscoring its importance
to local economies?.

Work commissioned by Dairy Australia in 2021, indicates
that housing pressures have continued to intensify across
regional Victoria. Dairy regions have been particularly
affected due to:

+ Very low rental vacancy rates (often near or below 1 per
cent, and averaging around 1.5 per cent across dairy
regions)

+ Rapid growth in rents and home purchase prices

* Long term under investment in housing in smaller and
slower growing communities

The identified pressures disproportionately affect workers
who need to relocate for employment, younger households,
international workers and those seeking medium density or
rental accommodation.
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In 2025, Gardiner commissioned Cushman & Wakefield
Advisory to design and deliver a targeted Expression of
Interest (EOI) process to test market appetite and capability
for housing solutions in dairy communities. The EOI attracted
27 submissions from a diverse mix of developers, builders,
community housing providers, social enterprises, local
governments and not for profit organisations. Submissions
proposed a range of housing models and demonstrated
complementary strengths across land access, delivery
capability and data-driven needs analysis.

Following evaluation, a shortlist of proponents was identified
to work more closely with Gardiner, selected on the basis
of their capacity to contribute complementary strengths,
including:

* Access to suitable land in or near priority dairy communities

* Proven capability to design and deliver housing in regional
contexts

» Experience using data to align housing supply with
workforce and industry demand
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Noumi (Freedom Foods Group) Shepparton | City of Greater Shepparton
Saputo Dairy Australia Kiewa Indigo Shire
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Cushman & Wakefield & Gardiner Foundation EOI: Housing solutions for Victoria’s dairy regions

In addition to the EQI process, a broader program of place based analysis was conducted, drawing on industry and
housing data, targeted regional workshops, online consultations and a cross regional survey of dairy businesses and
stakeholders. The work has deepened Gardiner’s understanding of how housing shortages are affecting the workforce
decisions of dairy farmers and processors and helped to identify priority locations and conditions required to enable the
delivery of appropriate housing solutions.

State government agencies, including Regional Development Victoria (RDV) and the Office of the Land Coordinator
General, were actively engaged throughout this phase of the project, contributing regional economic intelligence to support
evidence based decision making.

Together, these activities have enabled Gardiner to build a robust understanding of housing demand, market capability and
delivery constraints, laying the groundwork for practical, place based responses aligned with dairy industry and dairying
community needs.

Baseline analysis of dairy region housing pressures

Dairy Australia’s Housing in Australia’s Dairy Regions: Baseline Report, prepared with the Regional Australia Institute (RAI),
provided the foundational quantitative evidence for Gardiner’s work. The report draws on Australian Bureau of Statistics
(ABS), housing market and migration datasets to examine housing conditions across Australia’s dairy regions.

The baseline analysis confirmed that all dairy regions have housing shortages, with limited variation in severity but significant
variation in underlying causes. Specifically, the report indicates:

+ Rental markets are the clearest indicator of supply failure, with vacancy rates averaging around 1.5 per cent, regional
house prices increasing by around 45 per cent over five years, rental stress affecting 30-36 per cent of households,
and high density dwellings representing only ~0.3 per cent of regional housing stock*

+ Rental affordability has deteriorated rapidly, creating immediate barriers for incoming workers in regional settings

* Housing prices have risen strongly, reducing access to ownership despite regional prices remaining below capital
city medians in many areas

« Many dairy LGAs exhibit long term under investment in housing, particularly in smaller or slower growing communities

* New housing supply is increasing, but delivery remains dominated by detached houses, with limited medium density
options suited to key workers (i.e. those essential to healthcare, education, agriculture and utilities) downsizers and
smaller households

The analysis identified housing shortages as a growing risk to workforce attraction and retention across dairy regions.
The baseline evidence indicates that:

» Workforce housing constraints are unlikely to resolve through general housing supply alone in smaller regional markets

“Dairy Australia and Regional Australia Institute, Housing in Australia’s Dairy Regions: Baseline Report, 2021.
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Market testing: Cushman & Wakefield EOI

« Targeted approaches need to prioritise rental supply, appropriate dwelling types and delivery models suited to
regional town scale.

In November 2024, Gardiner commissioned Cushman & Wakefield to design and deliver an EOI process to test the
appetite for housing delivery in regional dairy communities, understand the models proposed by the market, and the
recurring constraints to the feasibility of housing solutions.

Design and scope
The EOQI sought to:
+ Gauge market interest in addressing housing shortages in dairy regions

« |[dentify potential housing models, delivery approaches and financing structures

+ Identify potential solutions with the strongest alignment to regional needs, feasibility, replication and scalability

Market response and themes
The EOI generated strong engagement:

* Over 120 organisations and individuals accessed EOl documentation

- 27 formal submissions were received, involving more than 50 organisations

* Respondents included developers, modular builders, community housing providers, local governments, faith based
landholders, social enterprises and capital partners

+ Seven respondents were shortlisted with three invited to join a working group

Proposed solutions spanned:
* Modular and prefabricated housing

+ On farm and in town accommodation

+ Build to rent, rent to own and key worker housing models

+ Blended capital approaches combining private finance, government programs and philanthropic catalytic funding

The submissions demonstrated substantial diversity:
* Modular and prefabricated housing models featured strongly, often emphasising speed, affordability and replicability
« Several proposals leveraged land already held by farmers, councils, faith based organisations or government

+ A mix of tenure models was proposed, including build to rent, rent to own, key worker accommodation and community
led ownership structures

* Proposed financing approaches ranged from grant supported pilots to blended private, institutional and philanthropic
capital stacks

Evaluation of submissions confirmed strong market capability and interest, and highlighted recurring constraints,
particularly access to land, confidence in navigating planning and localised coordination across stakeholders.

The EOI demonstrated that housing delivery capability exists within Victorian dairy regions, but projects in smaller
regional markets typically stall without early alignment on:

1 Land and local infrastructure for utilities and servicing
2 Planning pathway and timing
3 The capital stack and risk appetite

4 A facilitator/coordinator function to keep parties moving from concept to an investable project



Dairy workforce concentration and local exposure

Gardiner commissioned Regional Housing Victoria (RHV) to undertake two streams of research: Profiles & Insights, drawing
on industry and housing data, five regional workshops, online consultations and stakeholder interviews; and a survey
analysis of 87 respondents across Victoria’s three dairy regions between December 2025 and March 2026.

This work was supplemented by data analysis from Regional Development Victoria (RDV), profiling the dairy industry across
local government areas with a significant concentration of dairy farms and processors.

Dairy workforce concentration and local exposure

The RDV dairy profiles confirm that dairy employment is highly concentrated in LGAs across Northern Victoria, Gippsland
and South West Victoria, creating strong local exposure to workforce constraints. In a number of LGAs, dairy employment
represents a material share of total local jobs, making workforce availability central to broader economic and community
wellbeing rather than an isolated industry issue.

The LGAs are typically characterised by:
+ A high density of dairy farms and processing facilities

+ A strong reliance on a stable, skilled and mobile dairy workforce

* Housing markets that are small, slow moving and historically under supplied

As a result, housing stress has disproportionate impacts in dairy-intensive communities, affecting not only farm and
processor operations, but also local services, schools and broader town sustainability.

RDV analysis identifies a number of priority locations across Victoria’s dairy regions where workforce demand and housing
pressure strongly overlap:

Northern Victoria: Approximately 4,800 dairy jobs are concentrated across Campaspe, Moira and Greater Shepparton
shires. The Kyabram-Tongala-Tatura corridor has been identified as a strong demonstration candidate due to its
concentration of production and processing employment, limited rental availability and competition for workers from
other industries.

South West Victoria: Approximately 4,700 dairy jobs are concentrated across Corangamite, Colac Otway and Moyne
shires. Priority townships identified include Terang, Camperdown, Colac and Warrnambool.

Gippsland: Approximately 4,800 dairy jobs are concentrated across South Gippsland, Baw Baw and Wellington
shires. Priority areas identified include Leongatha—-Korumburra, Maffra—Heyfield and Warragul-Drouin, with housing
pressure particularly acute in surrounding smaller towns.

See Appendix 1 for RDV dairy region profiles.

Income levels and the housing mismatch

Income alone does not resolve access issues. RDV profiles
indicate dairy workers are not uniformly low income; across
regions, a substantial proportion earn incomes comparable
to or above regional averages. Many households with
the capacity to pay still face limited choice and intense
competition in rental markets.

Both RDV data and RHV consultations highlight a persistent
mismatch between workforce needs and available housing
stock. The dominant housing form in many dairy towns
is detached, owner occupied housing, with very limited
availability of:

» Rental accommodation
» Smaller dwellings suitable for singles and couples

» Short to medium term accommodation for mobile or
relocating workers

E‘ Housing and Accommodation in Victoria’s Dairy Communities 7
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Housing typology needs

Analysis undertaken through the Cushman & Wakefield EOI process and RHV survey and consultations demonstrates that
housing constraints in Victoria’s dairy regions are significantly impacted by housing type and suitability as well as overall
supply.

Across both phases of work, stakeholders consistently emphasised that existing housing stock does not align with the
diversity of workforce needs in dairy communities, creating barriers to recruitment, retention and mobility.

The RHV survey insights indicated a mixed typology approach is needed reflecting the diversity of workforce needs
across Victoria’s dairy regions, including:

» Strong demand for rental accommodation, particularly for workers relocating into regions

+ A need for smaller dwellings suitable for single workers and couples, alongside family sized housing for longer term
employees

» Ongoing reliance on short to medium term accommodation due to workforce mobility, seasonal labour and visa conditions
+ Continued relevance of on farm accommodation for some roles

» The importance of in town housing options for households seeking access to schools, services and employment for
multiple household members
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Workforce impacts of housing shortages

The RHV survey, distributed across dairy farmers, processors and regional stakeholders during 2025-26, confirms that
housing shortages are already constraining workforce attraction, retention and business decisions across Victoria’s dairy
regions. Nearly all respondents (96.5 per cent) identified housing as a significant or challenging problem, and respondents
reported that improved housing availability would enable additional hiring by both dairy farmers and processors®.

Key findings include:

Recruitment impacts: Respondents reported difficulty recruiting staff due to limited access to housing, particularly for
workers relocating from outside the region. In some cases, employment offers were not accepted due to a lack of housing

Retention pressures: A lack of appropriate housing options was cited as a factor contributing to workforce turnover,
particularly among younger workers and families

Business impacts: Some respondents reported delayed business expansion plans, and increased reliance on short
term accommodation arrangements as a result of housing constraints

Commuting and dispersal effects: Workers are increasingly commuting from neighbouring towns or regional centres,
adding cost, fatigue and increasing staff retention risk

Importantly, all identified issues were consistently reported across the Victorian dairy regions, indicating a systemic rather
than localised challenge.

On farm versus in town accommodation

RHV consultations show that while on farm housing remains an important part of the workforce mix, it cannot meet the
full range of workforce needs. Stakeholders identified several limitations to progressing on-farm solutions:

+ Planning controls and compliance requirements are often perceived by farmers as complex or difficult to navigate
+ Capital and ongoing management costs borne by individual businesses

+ Unsuitability for some household types, particularly families or dual income households

» Workforce preference for proximity to schools, services and social infrastructure

As a result, respondents emphasised the need for a balanced approach, combining on farm options with in town and
near town accommodation that supports diverse workforce needs.

Barriers to delivering housing solutions

Overall RHV consultation and survey results found multiple barriers to effectively delivering housing solutions including:
+ Access to appropriately zoned land, particularly close to dairy employment centres

+ Planning complexity, including utilities and infrastructure requirements relating to power, water, sewerage and
telecommunications, creates uncertainty and extended delivery timeframes

» Fragmentation across landowners, financiers, councils and delivery partners

+ Limited experience delivering medium scale rental or workforce housing in smaller regional markets

The findings strongly align with outcomes from the Cushman & Wakefield EOI process, which demonstrated strong
market interest but highlighted coordination and facilitation as key missing elements.

SRegional Housing Victoria survey analysis, 2026.

[Q‘ Housing and Accommodation in Victoria’s Dairy Communities
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Demand for demonstration and place based models

A consistent outcome of the RHV work was strong support for demonstration housing projects tailored to dairy
communities. Survey respondents and consultation participants emphasised the value of projects that:

+ Are clearly linked to identified workforce demand
+ Align land access, planning pathways, finance and delivery
- Demonstrate feasibility at a scale appropriate to regional towns

* Provide a model that can be adapted and replicated across other dairy LGAs

These findings reinforce that effective responses to housing shortages in dairy regions will need to be place-based,
industry-linked and demonstrable, rather than relying solely on general market supply or individual business solutions.

Support for on farm housing development

A consistent outcome of the RHV work was strong support for demonstration housing projects tailored to dairy. The work
indicates a clear opportunity for the development of practical on farm housing guidelines. While on farm accommodation
remains an important part of the housing mix for certain on farm roles, stakeholders consistently reported their
uncertainty about planning requirements, compliance pathways and permissible dwelling forms. This uncertainty spans:

Landowners uncertain about ‘what they are Some local government planners
allowed to do’ and ‘how they can go about it’ uncertain about either:
a. the planning regulations OR
b. how to implement the planning regulations

Together, these factors contribute to delays, inconsistent interpretation across local governments, and hesitation among
farmers to invest in on-farm solutions.

Clear, accessible guidelines developed in collaboration with councils and relevant state agencies could provide greater
clarity by outlining feasible on farm accommodation options, typical approval pathways, and key considerations relating
to infrastructure, servicing and amenity. The guidelines would complement statutory planning processes, improve
consistency of applications, reduce the risks of wasting time and finances on non-compliant proposals, and ultimately
support more timely and appropriate delivery of on farm accommodation as part of a broader, mixed typology housing
response in dairy regions.

Key findings

A summary of the main insights from the external baseline evidence and internally commissioned work:

» Housing shortages are systemic and persistent across Victoria’s dairy regions, with rental markets facing the greatest
pressure and vacancy rates often near or below 1 per cent

» Housing constraints are directly impacting dairy businesses, affecting recruitment, retention, productivity, expansion
and succession planning

* There is strong market interest in delivering housing solutions for regional dairy communities where barriers relating to
land access, planning certainty, capital alignment and coordination can be reduced

* No single sector can resolve the issue alone. Effective responses will require collaboration, coordination and facilitation
across industry, government and community stakeholders

* There is strong support for a demonstration housing project in a priority location to test an investable, regional-scale
delivery model

*» There is a clear opportunity to develop practical on-farm accommodation guidelines to improve clarity, consistency and
confidence around planning and compliance pathways

« Priority locations have been identified across Northern Victoria, South West Victoria and Gippsland where workforce
demand and housing pressure strongly overlap

- Effective responses will require a mix of on-farm and in-town housing suited to different household types and regional
market conditions.



Gardiner’s role

Gardiner is well positioned to play a catalytic role in addressing housing challenges across Victoria’s dairy regions. As an
independent, long-term investor in the industry and its communities, Gardiner’s strength lies in enabling collaboration,
building the evidence base and supporting conditions for investment and delivery.

Rather than acting as a developer or asset manager, Gardiner’s role is to bring together the right partners and help translate
strong industry intent into practical, place-based solutions.

Gardiner can:

+ Conve

+ Support
* De-risk
* Enable

* Help

Through this role, Gardiner can help turn clear evidence and industry intent into coordinated action and tangible outcomes.

Sources and Methodology

This report consolidates evidence from a range of industry, housing, regional development and stakeholder engagement
activities undertaken between 2021 and 2026 to better understand housing and accommodation challenges across
Victoria’s dairy regions. The analysis draws on external baseline research, market testing, regional profiling and targeted

consultation with dairy industry stakeholders.

The report draws on findings from:

and migration datasets.

between 2025 and 2026.

Housing in Australia’s Dairy Regions: Baseline Report prepared by Dairy Australia and Regional Australia Institute
(2021), which provided foundational quantitative analysis using Australian Bureau of Statistics, housing market

A targeted Expression of Interest (EOI) process delivered by Cushman & Wakefield in 2025 to test market appetite,
delivery capability and potential housing models for regional dairy communities.

Regional profiles and supporting economic and workforce data developed by Regional Development Victoria

Survey analysis, regional workshops, online consultations and stakeholder engagement undertaken by Regional
Housing Victoria between December 2025 and March 2026.

Internal project evaluation and coordination work undertaken by Gardiner Foundation.

The Regional Housing Victoria consultation process included engagement with dairy farmers, processors, regional
stakeholders, local government representatives and housing sector organisations across Victoria’s Northern, Gippsland
and South West dairy regions. In total, 87 survey responses were received, supported by regional workshops, interviews

and online consultation activities.

Where referenced throughout the report, unpublished reports, consultation findings and internal project documents
were used to inform analysis and identify recurring themes relating to workforce attraction, housing supply, planning

constraints and regional delivery capability.
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