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Why the family farm has become a huge inheritance
challenge

Succession planning can be extremely difficult, but it doesn’t have to be if you start talking
early and come up with a workable strategy.
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B rendan Cullen calls succession planning “kryptonite for farmers”.
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“To put it bluntly, it’s crippling,” the Broken Hill and Menindee farmer tells

The Australian Financial Review.

“As a farmer, you do fairly courageous things. You stay up late, work 24

hours straight. There’s a lot of bravado, it’s like riding a wild horse.

“But one of the things we are not good at doing is sitting down as a family
and talking about the direction of the business and where it’s heading,” he

says.

In Cullen’s case, a “crippling inability” to have a conversation with his
parents about succession planning eventually led to his decision to walk

away from the family farm.

“It’s one of the toughest decisions I ever had to make,” he says. “I felt there
was not enough space for two families. But it took a few years to come up

with courage to say ‘we are moving on’.”



Sheep farmer Brendan Cullen, who swam the English Channel in 2022, made the tough decision to

leave the family farm. Jacinta Cullen

The family farm was sold to a corporation and his parents now do contract
farming. Cullen says he has a healthy relationship with them. Instead of

running the family farm, he runs farms for others.

The great wealth transfer

Cullen’s is just one story among the thousands of generational farming
succession tales that play out every year as a cohort of older farmers reach
retirement age, or from major life-changing events such as death or

divorce.

These often gut-wrenching decisions are set to increase dramatically over
the next decade amid forecasts that $4.9 trillion of assets will be

transferred between the generations in Australia between now and 2034 -



a process dubbed the Great Wealth Transfer
[https://www.afr.com/wealth/personal-finance/women-overwhelming-winners-in-5trn-
baby-boomer-wealth-transfer-20240319-p5fdjl] by wealth management firm

JBWere and market research consultancy CoreData.

With agriculture accounting for 55 per cent of Australian land use (426
million hectares) and 14 per cent of exports, a significant portion of this

wealth transfer will involve the family farm and business.

Succession planning refers to the transfer of management, responsibility,
ownership and control of assets and businesses from one generation to the

next.

In the case of farming, that often involves decisions around one major
asset and business — the family farm and operations. Often these assets
have been held by multiple generations (sometimes over 100 years)

bringing with it all sorts of emotional attachments.

“One of the challenges of a generational farmer is the sense of obligation to
stay on the farm,” says former Australian Farmer of the Year Peter

Kuhlmann.

“I call it emotional baggage,” says the 66-year-old who operates Mudabie,
an 18,400-hectare sheep and cropping farm at Mudamuckla in South

Australia’s Eyre Peninsula.
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Peter Kuhlmann says generational farmers feel an unnecessary obligation to retain the family

farm.

The property was acquired by his grandfather Harry in 1918, then passed
on to his father Frank in 1955 and to Peter in 1981. In 2000, he relocated to
Adelaide (eight hours away) and implemented a remote management

system.

“I've enjoyed it. It's been a profitable farm, but it's not getting any easier

and my body needs a rest.”

With neither of Kuhlmann’s two daughters interested in farming, he has
decided to “call it” and put it on the market through JLL with an asking

price of more than $20 million.

“There was a glimmer of hope when my grandson arrived. He’s turning

four, but it’s a big expectation to wait that long.

“I never contemplated selling when my father was around, but he’s been

gone 10 years. It takes a bit of rationalising when it comes to a generational



farm, but they are perceived obligations. They are not real.”

Still, Kuhlmann says he can’t bring himself to sort through all the family

heirlooms and memorabilia.

“I'm comfortable with the decision I've made, but it will be a sad day when

I leave. I should be packing up all my stuff, but I've not been able to.”

A photo of the Kuhlmann family taken in 1942 at Mudabie at Mudamuckla in South Australia’s

Eyre Peninsula.

Start early

Kuhlmann’s advice is to start succession planning early, get all members of

the family involved in the discussion and “talk to other people”.

“I've spoken with counsellors and accountants about doing a collaborative
farming venture [rather than selling] but I left it too late. I should have

done that 10 years ago,” he says.



He says it is important to talk to the people in your family, to work out

what everyone’s goals are and then try to figure out what to do.

In his case, given the successful business attached to the farm, it made
sense to offer a turnkey operation - land, equipment and business — as this

will appeal to corporate and institutional buyers.

“We've set it up pretty well,” Kuhlmann says.

Experts agree with Kuhlmann on the importance on starting discussions

as early as possible.

Jodie Knowlton, a business services partner at accountancy and advisory
firm BDO, says succession planning among farming families is particularly
challenging because there isn’t that typical separation between home and

business that you get with “normal family businesses”.

Not only are there deep emotional ties, but there is the added complexity

that farmers are typically not great communicators.

Added to this, Knowlton says, is the fact that farmers don’t like to discuss

money and wealth, and it makes the situation even more challenging.

“Emotion is a huge factor. It’s not just something financial. It’s the place

where the family had Christmas, where people grow up.”

This is where seeking outside advice and counsel can help work through
the many challenges of succession planning, says Knowlton. Every family

is different, she says.

“You can have the situation where no one wants to go back to the farm to

everyone wanting to go back. There’s so many different dynamics.”

And while for some families it may work to get everyone together in a
room, Knowlton says talking to family members one-on-one can be a

better initial approach.



“If you put everyone in a room together, people are not going to say what
they think. With one-on-one conversations, you get to understand where

people are coming from,” she says.

For families looking for external advice and support, there is no shortage of
specialist firms to help develop a workable succession plan —as the

Financial Review has discovered.

In a social media callout for experts on the topic, a flood of responses were

received from specialist firms.

BDO partner Jodie Knowlton says “emotion is a huge factor” in succession planning.

NextRural (part of Next Transition Group) is the preferred partner of NAB,

the country’s biggest agricultural lender.

“The average age of farmers still hovers around 58 (last time the Australian

Bureau of Statistics counted) and rural land values are at an all-time high,



yet many families continue to avoid the thorny subject of transition and

succession planning,” says Next Rural founder and CEO Mark Scanlon.

He warns that without a successful transition, even the most loving
families may find themselves embroiled in arguments and potential legal

action contesting wills and estates.

“Successful farm succession is not going to be achieved in one family
meeting; it’s a journey that can take years — and usually some very frank
discussions — to accomplish. That’s why, if farmers want to maintain family
harmony and their legacy they need to start early and have the right
travelling companion to ensure they are all singing from the same song

sheet,” he says.

Assets, debt, tax

Khan Horne, a 30-year rural and agribusiness banking veteran at NAB, says
succession planning was a big topic of discussion at this year’s Beef24
event or “Beef Week” —a massive industry gathering in Rockhampton in

May.
“I call it transition rather than succession planning,” says Horne.

While he does not facilitate succession planning, Horne is fully aware of its

complexities and challenges.

“It’'s not just about asset transfer, there can also be debt transfer. There’s
also different tax ramifications when transferring from father to son or

daughter, depending on how complex the business is,” he says.

In addition, people are living longer and more people are getting divorced,

he notes.

Another person advising farming families on succession is Hawthorn

president and former AFL premiership player Andy Gowers,



Fair distribution

He founded consultancy Vest Advisory with Michael Napthali, the former
CEO of Pratt Group, and Napthali’s son David.

“Our goal is to make sure families stay happy together alongside the

financial outcomes achieved,” Gowers says.

Achieving this, he says, means first working out what everyone wants, if
there is someone who wants to take over, and if that works for the rest of

the family.

Then you need to work out a fair distribution of assets. “It does not have to

be equal to be fair,” he adds.

Gowers says there can be so many different scenarios to consider, and
these can turn into nightmares, disputes and generational trauma if not
handled well.

“Sometimes some members of the family will want to sell and there will be
one sibling who wants to take it over, Or there could be more than one or

none.

“Or there may be some people who don’t want to sell, but want to lease it
out, or for someone else to take over the business interests. Or someone
may want to keep living on the property, and so they want to subdivide,”

Gowers says.

Often — Gowers says — communication is terrible, which is where a firm

such as Vestry with its processes and reports can help.

Jill Rigney, co-founder and director of consultancy The Right Mind is
another expert helping farming families chart a successful succession

path.

Sitting around the table



Success, she says, comes down to relationships. “The average family has
not been taught, nor do they know, how to have good relationships,’

Rigney says.

“My role has been to prepare individuals and then prepare families to have

quite confronting conversations.”

Communication, she says, is especially hard for older generations and for

males “who don’t know how to express their feelings”.

When she can get to the point where families can sit around the table and
every member can express how they feel, then succession plays out
radically differently and much more easily. “Without that openness, it gets

really messy.”

At a more practical level, a family needs a viable business plan that deals
with what can be large, lumpy and illiquid assets and associated

businesses in a fair manner.

This is separate from the estate plan (or will) which Rigney says enacts the

wishes of the family only in 20-30 per cent of cases.

“People die at the most inconvenient times, which is why you need a viable

business plan,” she says. “Start early and involve everybody.”

Sons and daughters

Succession planning in farming also requires a shattering of perceptions
that no longer apply, among them, most obviously, that farms pass from

father to eldest son.

This change is occurring not just in farming, but across the board, as
shown in the CoreData research. It found that a higher proportion of elder
daughters now control the family’s finances than the oldest son, with
almost two-thirds (65 per cent) of the $4.9 trillion of generational wealth to

be transferred down matriarchal rather than patriarchal lines.



In the family farming sector [https://www.afr.com/link/follow-20180101-p5k314], a
growing number of daughters and granddaughters are taking over
multigenerational businesses from their parents, and doing it very

successfully.

Near Mungindi in northern NSW, sisters Annette and Rebecca Longworth
(and Annette’s husband, Sam) took over the running of the family farm
from their parents Bruce and Jenny, following a lengthy and tortuous
succession planning journey — as they narrated in the podcast series

Propagate.
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Rebecca Longworth before taking over the farm. Anthony Johnson

At South Bunarba, the Longworths farm across about 30,000 hectares
growing wheat, barley and chickpeas [https://www.afr.com/link/follow-20180101-
p5bm4m] in a broadcare dryland operation and irrigated cotton in the

winter.

The two sisters began the process of taking over the running of the farm

from their dad about eight years ago. The family started planning early on
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—even discussing it when they were schoolkids — but the sudden illness of
their father and their parents’ divorce were challenges they had to

overcome.

“We had awkward, but necessary conversations. There were things we had
to say upfront, and at times we felt we were walking on eggshells,” Annette

told the podcast.

With their mother Jenny adamant that the farm remain in the family, they
brought in outside experts including succession planner Isobel Knight to
help clarify their goals and the pathway to achieving them. They also set up

a family board.

“You really have to get outside people involved, You can’t do it yourself. You
need people to help you, to organise so you can get it on track. In our case,
it could have gotten messy. We worked with people we had faith in,” their

father Bruce said.

In the end, land and assets of the family business were transferred to the
three children, an exercise that generated a “big tax bill” but was,

according to the family, the right thing to do.

While it was a rollercoaster ride, the sisters are excited to be doing what
they love, and making the decisions that are contributing to the growth

and success of their agricultural company.

Two years of delays

Former Sydney wealth manager Piers Dumaresq used the skills and
knowledge gained in the corporate world to come up with a plan to
transfer ownership of the family’s historic 1200-hectare Mount Ireh Estate
in Northern Tasmania from his father to himself and ensure more than 120

years of family ownership continued.

The property, which still has its original convict cells and old stone barns,

is an irrigation powerhouse that grows medicinal poppies, peas, grass



seed, and clover seeds alongside a sheep operation that produces between
5000 and 6000 lambs a year.

Piers Dumaresq returned to the family farm in Tasmania after a career in financial services.

Dumaresq set up a corporate ownership structure with himself and his
father as the only shareholders. Over a five-year transition period ending in
2020, ownership of the family farm transferred from father to son. As part
of this succession planning, the needs of his two sisters, who did not want

a career in farming, were also catered for.

“We did it in-house, but were very conscious of having formal meetings
and keeping records. We created a succession document that everyone

agreed to and signed.”

Importantly, while the family did not settle on the financial amounts or
land values until later, they had a “clear methodology” for working it out

that everyone agreed on.



“Those are things we got right — the documentation and the methodology.
But we did not get everything right. There was plenty of

miscommunication, which created about two years of delays.”

In addition, Dumaresq had to compassionately deal with his father’s

concerns as his retirement date came near.

“As it got closer to the time of his retirement, he had second thoughts

about it, which is a very natural reaction.”

While it has worked out in the end - his father has retired to a beach
house, but still has a home on the farm — Dumaresq believes external

parties can add a lot to the process.

“They can help with that understanding and empathy between the parties

involved,” he says.
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