® . TE KUNENGA Environmental Health
e I n Z S U r e a n C e "‘" g KL Intelligence New Zealand
V I MASSEY Rapu Matauranga

UNIVERS]TY

Nga Tuhinga o te Hauora me te Taiao Hauora mo te Taiao — Aotearoa

Agricultural land use (Excluding Nelson)

This report presents statistics on the area of land used for agricultural purposes in Aotearoa, New Zealand.
Agricultural land use has important implications for water quality, as land-use practices directly affect
nutrient levels, sediment loads, and the overall health of freshwater ecosystems. Nelson has been
excluded from this analysis due to a data quality issue identified by Stats NZ (see “Data for this indicator”
for further details).

Key facts

e The total area of agricultural land declined 5.7% from 2017 to 2022.

e Agricultural land as a proportion of New Zealand’s total land area fell from 52.4% in 2017 to
49.5% in 2022, with Northland recording the largest decline (6.7%).

o Mixed sheep & beef farms decreased as a proportion of the total area, while specialised sheep
farming and forestry expanded.

e Grazing livestock dominates New Zealand farmland, covering 69.3% of all agricultural land.

e Irrigated farmland grew 2% to 761,900 ha in 2022, with Canterbury remaining the largest region,
holding 63% of total irrigated land.

The impact of agricultural land use on water quality

Agricultural land use plays a pivotal role in shaping water quality, as the type and intensity of land
management directly influence nutrient and sediment runoff into nearby water bodies. Land-use practices
such as intensive cropping or livestock grazing can increase the transport of nitrogen, phosphorus, and
faecal contaminants into rivers and lakes, potentially degrading aquatic ecosystems and affecting human
water use (Kronvang et al 2020). Understanding these linkages is essential for sustainable land
management, as effective mitigation strategies—such as buffer strips, controlled fertiliser application, and
improved grazing practices—can reduce the negative impacts of agriculture on freshwater resources
(McDowell 2021).

The total area of farmland has declined steadily over the past 5 years

Total agricultural land use (excluding Nelson, due to a data error) decreased from 13.9 million hectares
in 2017 to 13.1 million hectares in 2022, representing a 5.7% decline. The decline was consistent
across agricultural production census years (Figure 1).
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Figure 1: National area of agricultural land (excluding Nelson), by agricultural
production census year
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Note: Nelson region has been excluded from the analysis due to a data error (see “data for this indicator” and metabata).
Source: Stats NZ, 2024.

The area of farmland declined in most regions between 2017 and 2022. Canterbury, Southland, and Otago
accounted for the largest share of the reduction, contributing 54% of the total decline, with decreases of
155,222, 126,866, and 118,637 hectares, respectively (Figure 2). In contrast, farmland area increased in
Auckland (30,125 hectares), Hawke’s Bay (8,946 hectares), Marlborough (2,310 hectares), and the West

Coast (3,390 hectares.
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Figure 2: Area of farmland, by region, 2017 & 2022
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Note: Nelson region has been excluded from the analysis due to a data error (see “data for this indicator” and metabata).

Source: Stats NZ, 2024.
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Nearly half of New Zealand’s land area was used for farming in 2022

In 2022, agricultural land accounted for nearly half of New Zealand’s total land area (49.5%), down from
52.4% in 2017. The percentage of agricultural land declined across most regions, with the largest reductions
observed in Northland (from 57.9% to 51.2%), Bay of Plenty (from 50.6% to 44.2%), and Tasman (from
22.6% t0 16.6%). In contrast, agricultural land expanded in four regions. Auckland experienced the largest
increase in farmland as a share of the regional area, rising from 58.2% in 2012 to 64.3% in 2022, while there
was an increase of less than one percentage point in Hawke’s Bay, Marlborough, and West Coast (Figure

3).
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Figure 3: Agricultural land as a percentage of regional area, excluding Nelson, 2017 & 2022
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Note: Nelson region has been excluded from the analysis due to a data error (see “data for this indicator” and metabata).

Source: Stats NZ, 2024.

Mixed Sheep/Beef farming remains dominant despite a declining

share of farmed area

Between 2017 and 2022, there were moderate shifts in the composition of New Zealand’s total farmed
area. Mixed sheep & beef farms continued to account for the largest share of farmed land, despite their
proportion declining from 32.2% in 2017 to 27.7% in 2022. Meanwhile, specialised sheep farming and
forestry increased their share of the total farmed area by 5% and 1.6%, respectively (Figure 4).
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Figure 4: Allocation of farmed area, by farm type, 2017 & 2022
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Note: Nelson region has been excluded from the analysis due to a data error (see “data for this indicator” and metabata).
Source: Stats NZ, 2024.

The area of grazing land continues to decline

Between 2017 and 2022, most of the reduction in farmland was driven by further declines in grassland and
tussock/danthonia used for grazing livestock (612,000 ha and 332,000 ha, respectively). Despite these
reductions, grazing land remained the dominant land use, accounting for 69.3% of all farmland in 2022.
While grazing land continued to contract from 2012 to 2022, several other land-use types expanded.
Plantations of exotic trees recorded the largest increase in area, growing by 176,000 ha (an 11.1%
increase) over the period. Regenerating native scrub and mature native bush on agricultural land also grew,
by 74,000 ha and 63,000 ha (12.8% and 13.4%, respectively) (Figure 5).
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Figure 5: Agricultural land use, including Nelson, by type, 2017 & 2022
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Note: ‘Plantations of exotic trees’ includes harvested areas awaiting restock, and areas that have not yet been harvested.
Source: Stats NZ, 2024.

Canterbury still accounts for the most irrigated land as patterns shift across
regions
Irrigation of agricultural land can place considerable pressure on nearby recreational water bodies by

increasing the runoff of nutrients, pesticides, and faecal contaminants. This runoff can degrade water
quality, threatening both human health and the integrity of aquatic ecosystems.

Between 2017 and 2022, the total area of irrigated agricultural land increased by 2%, from 746,800 to
761,900 hectares. Bay of Plenty and Taranaki saw the largest growth, rising 31.5% (from 13,000 to 17,100
hectares) and 22.1% (from 6,800 to 8,300 hectares), respectively (Figure 6). In contrast, Auckland and
Manawatt-Whanganui recorded the largest declines, decreasing by 2,200 hectares (23.7%) and 1,800
hectares (9.4%), respectively.

Although there was only a 0.4% growth in Canterbury irrigated agricultural land in 2022, it remains by far the
most widely irrigated region, accounting for 63% of New Zealand’s total irrigated land.
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Figure 6: Area of irrigated land, 2017 & 2022
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Note: Nelson region has been excluded from the analysis due to a data error (see “data for this indicator” and metabata).

Source: Stats NZ, 2024.
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Data for this indicator

Data comes from Statistics New Zealand’s Agricultural Production Statistics, specifically the Agricultural
Production Censuses from the year 2002 onwards. Nelson was excluded from the analysis due to a data
quality issue identified by Stats NZ. Specifically, an anomaly in Nelson’s 2022 total land area was
traced to a forestry response that was incorrectly assigned to a Nelson farm. To preserve the integrity
and comparability of the analysis across regions and over time, Nelson was therefore excluded from this
indicator.

For additional information, see the Metadata sheet.
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Explore geographic data on interactive dashboards:

Water domain dashboard EHINZ dashboard

Previous surveillance reports:

021

Other related topics include:

Number and density of livestock Water-borne diseases related to recreational water
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https://www.ehinz.ac.nz/assets/Surveillance-reports/Metadata/Water-quality/AgLandUse-Metadata-2020.pdf
https://www.stats.govt.nz/information-releases/agricultural-production-statistics-year-to-june-2024-final/
https://dashboards.instantatlas.com/viewer/report?appid=156b8cb72c2b45a58e07eadc0a5cb80c
https://dashboards.instantatlas.com/viewer/report?appid=db03324e5c084116a41b2578dd4d447c
https://www.ehinz.ac.nz/assets/Surveillance-reports/Released_2021/Agricultural-Land-Use_FA.pdf
https://www.ehinz.ac.nz/indicators/water/recreational-water/water-borne-diseases-related-to-recreational-water/

Disclaimer

Environmental Health Intelligence NZ — Rapu Matauranga Hauora mo te Taiao - Aotearoa, makes no warranty,
express or implied, nor assumes any legal liability or responsibility for the accuracy, correctness, completeness,
or use of any information that is available in this surveillance report.
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