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A resource to help farmers help other farmers 
change to soil health-based farming systems

Wet Tropics
Soil Health Coaches’ 
Toolkit
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WHY THIS 
TOOLKIT

S
oil health is the 

foundation of 21st century 

farming and what is 

called “regenerative” 

agriculture. On most 

farms, changing to a soil 

health-based approach requires a major 

change to the way you farm.

This toolkit supports Wet Tropics farmers 

who are helping other farmers change 

to more regenerative, soil health-based 

farming approaches. Helping other 

people deal with change is not always 

easy. Change can be complex. Rural 

extension is the term we use when we 

talk about helping farmers adapt and 

change their farm business. The goal is 

to help them adapt their farm business 

to a new environment, so they continue 

to meet their personal and family goals.

Farmers who have already walked the 

walk have credibility with other farmers 

seeking to change. This peer support 

is sometimes called mentoring or 

coaching. This toolkit has been written 

to help you if you are helping other 

farmers change.

Supporting change successfully is a 

skill that employs sound principles 

and practices that work! Some 

approaches to supporting change are 

more effective than others and some 

approaches work in some situations 

and not others. Knowing which 

approach to take in which situation 

is important. This toolkit aims to 

inform you of some of these essential 

principles and practices that work when 

supporting farmers through change. 

Farmer to farmer talking in small groups in the 
paddock is an important way to support change

Research has shown that one of the best 

ways to support farmers through change 

is for other farmers, who have already 

been through the change, to help them. 
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Change happens both within 

individuals as well as within 

communities. This toolkit has some 

ideas to help you support change with 

individuals, but remember we are also 

working with a community.

WHAT IS
IN THE 
TOOLKIT

T
he toolkit contains 

practical tips and 

strategies to help 

you support the 

change process 

while helping other 

farmers in your area to implement 

regenerative and soil health-based 

farming approaches. It’s not a 

manual on the technical aspects 

of soil health; it does, however, 

contain some general soil health 

Steps to Success. These steps can 

help guide farmers considering 

changing their soil management.

The toolkit covers the following:

• A Knowledge Base - the essentials 

of rural change

• Change Strategies - different 

approaches to supporting farmer 

change

• Soil Health Coaching - tips for 

success

• Soil Health: Steps to Success - 

simple steps to help farmers build 

soil health
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Change occurs in all areas of our life: 

technology changes, social values change, 

and the environment around us goes 

through changes. Think of the types of 

equipment we use for farming in 2020: it 

is very different to the equipment used in 

1920. Most people now accept that children 

should go to school, at least until they are 

teenagers, instead of working; this was not 

the case 200 years ago - the social norm 

was for children to work. Finally, the world 

around us changes. Two hundred years ago, 

the Wet Tropics region was mainly natural 

rainforests and swamps. Now it is a mixture 

of farmland, urban centres and rainforests.

WHAT IS
CHANGE? 

C 
hange is continual, 

unavoidable and always 

with us. Probably the 

best example of change 

is the one that happens 

to all of us as we grow! 

When we are born, we are just an 

infant, then we become children, then 

teenagers, then adults. At a certain 

point we enter middle age and finally 

we become old. Our life’s story is one of 

transition through different stages.

The field of change is a big topic and there 

is a dedicated professional field of “change 

management” which has different theories 

as to the what and why of change. 

Below are the key elements of change. 

These are important to consider when 

coaching a farmer through change. They 

play a part in influencing how a farmer 

feels about the idea of soil health and how 

willing they are to have a go at making some 

changes to their farming system. 

Humans often experience many changes at 

once. Currently, farming in the Wet Tropics 

is going through several changes. Some of 

these changes are happening in agriculture 

elsewhere in Australia, too, and some are 

unique to our region and its industries like 

sugarcane and bananas.

Modern Wet Tropics landscapes are very 
different to 200 years ago! 
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S
ome changes are large, 

and some are small. Not 

all changes have the 

same potential impact on 

people, farm businesses 

or landscapes. Losing your 

job is a big change. Getting a new position 

within the same business is a much smaller 

change. A Category 5 cyclone has a lot 

bigger impact on a community than a 

Category 1 cyclone.

In most agricultural industries there are 

often small, incremental changes happening 

all the time. Take sugarcane, for example. 

Changes in rainfall from year to year, new 

tractor technology, new markets and 

competitors and new varieties of cane are 

always being discussed. All these smaller 

changes are part of daily management. They 

are incremental changes around the “edges”. 

They don’t change the whole system.

T
he first thing to understand 

about change is that 

it is an active process. 

Change is dynamic: 

people, farming systems 

and landscapes progress 

through stages of change. By mapping 

a person’s stage in the process of 

change, we can identify and choose 

the best activities to support them 

at any given stage. An example of 

this is the recovery process people 

experience after a traumatic event like 

a bushfire or cyclone. Psychologists 

use different approaches depending 

on a person’s stage in mentally 

recovering from the event.

When someone is new to the topic of 

soil health then your approach with 

dealing with them will be different than 

someone who has already attended a 

few workshops and field days. Initially 

you are trying to engage someone. 

Once you have their attention you can 

then start to help them with knowledge 

and skills. Often you start with the 

why! Then move to the what and how! 

Sometimes the hardest step is to get 

someone positively engaged. After that 

it is relatively easy.

Think of change as a process of leaving 

somewhere and ending up somewhere 

new. Between these two points is 

a transition period. Some change 

professionals would argue that change 

never stops and is continual.

CHANGE IS A PROCESS

SCALE OF CHANGE

The transition period of a change 
is often uncertain and risky. This 
is one reason why people can be 
hesitant to make a change. Your job 
as a coach is to support a person 
through this period of uncertainty 
and risk.

tip
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At present, the wine industry in southern 

Australia is going through a major change. In 

some areas the regional climate is changing 

so much that vineyards are moving to new 

states to ensure they can still produce 

their wines. Other earlier examples are the 

Australian tobacco, wool and dairy industries 

that went through major change over the 

last 30 years.

We could argue that some of the current 

changes in Wet Tropics farming communities 

are major changes. For example, social 

values are changing, with tourism and the 

environment prioritised above agriculture. 

Farmers now need a “social licence” to farm. 

Other major changes include sugar mill 

ownership by foreign companies and the 

price of sugar no longer being regulated. 

These major changes can influence a farm 

business’ ability to stay viable.

Every now and again agricultural industries 

experience major or big change. These are 

changes that challenge the existing way of 

doing things completely, or they change the 

nature of farming completely. The change 

from horses to tractors is one example. The 

introduction of chemical fertilisers is another.

Generally, the larger the scale of change, 

the more people can feel threatened. At 

its extreme, large change in an agricultural 

industry has the potential not just to modify 

a farm business but to cause it to fail.

The sense of threat of large 
change is one reason why people 
react negatively to change. 
Understanding this is important 
when supporting people through 
big changes.

tip

A group of farmers doing Nutrient 
Management Planning. All part of the big 
changes. 
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S
ome changes in life are ones 

you make willingly. Others 

are forced on you through 

circumstances or changes 

in government policies. For 

example, many Victorians 

move interstate to Queensland when they 

retire because they want to escape the 

cold climate of southern Australia that 

does not suit them. They make this change 

intentionally; they are happy to make it. 

Alternatively, some people have to move 

interstate for work. They may have no choice, 

they may have wanted to stay home, but 

move to find a job. In this case the change is 

forced upon them due to circumstances.

T
he frequency of change 

with people or in a farming 

community is another 

important aspect to 

consider. During some 

periods of time a farming 

community may experience only one or 

two changes.  At other times a person or 

community can be experiencing several 

change processes all at the same time. The 

collective impact on a farming community 

of multiple changes at once can be huge, 

especially if these changes are large scale 

ones. The Wet Tropics sugar industry is 

currently experiencing several changes at 

the same time.

Cane farmers and their communities are 

currently experiencing changes they did 

not choose. New government economic 

and environmental policies and social value 

changes are imposed changes, but cane 

communities have to deal with them.

FREQUENCY OF CHANGE CHOSEN OR UNCHOSEN 
CHANGE

New machinery development is part of the 
change to soil health. 

Multiple changes can be 
overwhelming for a person and lead 
to attitudes like anger and denial. 
Sometimes it can lead to feelings of 
hopelessness or depression.

tip
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Sometimes we have control over a change 

that’s happening in our lives and at other 

times we don’t. It is often said that farmers 

are “price takers” not “price makers”. This 

means that a farmer has little control or 

influence over setting the price for their 

produce and has to adapt to the external 

change in market prices. Government 

regulations are another change aspect of 

a farm business where farmers have little 

influence. They just have to adapt their farm 

business to the new regulations.

Generally, when a change is internal to 

the farm business, the level of control you 

have over managing the change is high. For 

example, the type of machinery you buy is 

your choice. However, an unexpected death 

or illness in the family is not something that 

can be controlled, even though it is inside 

the farm business. 

LEVEL OF CONTROL OVER
CHANGE

When a change is external to the farm 

business, you often have little influence over 

the way things play out. You can only adapt 

and change what you control inside your 

farm business to make sure you can thrive in 

the new environment.

Farmers looking at alternative fertiliser options to 
help them deal with new government regulations 
for fertiliser use

Change is never easy. When someone feels 

that a change has been forced on them, they 

often feel negative towards that change. It 

is an imposition; hence, cane farmers may 

feel angry at times about changes that 

are happening in the cane industry. When 

change is imposed, people can become 

even more determined not to change!

When supporting someone through 
change that has been imposed it is 
important to acknowledge that fact. 
It is also important to be clear that, 
as a coach, it is not your fault that 
the change is occurring. You are just 
trying to help them make the best 
of the situation.

tip

When coaching a farmer, it is 
important to be clear how much 
control they have over the situation 
- what they can influence and what 
they can’t. People are usually less 
frustrated and more positive when 
they focus on what they can control. 
Soil health management is an area 
where a farmer has a lot of control.

tip
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WHY AND 
HOW 
PEOPLE 
CHANGE

E
veryone is different 

and everyone’s 

circumstances are 

different. A simple way 

to think about it is that 

people change mainly 

because their needs are not being 

met. Maybe they can’t make enough 

money if they keep running the farm 

business a certain way. Maybe they 

are not personally happy with the 

person they are married to anymore! 

Or they no longer get personal 

satisfaction playing squash and want 

to take up a new sport! Although 

people change for different reasons, 

ultimately the main motivation for 

change comes from inside.

We are thinking beings! We have beliefs 

and values, we have instincts, we 

have emotions and we also have the 

power of reason. We act fundamentally 

because we are motivated by values 

and underlying attitudes. We also 

often make change decisions based 

on emotional drivers and not always 

on objective reasoning. Finally, we are 

constantly influenced by the people 

around us.

WHY PEOPLE CHANGE

Values are our basic convictions 

about who we think we are and how 

the world should be. They affect our 

motivations and decision-making and 

are the foundations of our attitudes 

and motivations and influence our 

perception of the world. They are often

Everyone in a group is different. They have different 
motivations and different ways of seeing and 
understanding things.
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Some people are always looking for the 

next new idea; other people are more 

cautious and change much more slowly. 

Innovators are people open to change and 

risk, whereas non-innovators are less open 

to change and risk. They will change more 

readily after they see other people already 

starting to change.

When someone makes a change, it is 

often the result of numerous thoughts 

and deliberation over time. When farmers 

change their farming practices, it is the result 

of thinking about the new idea for some 

time. They may have heard about a new idea 

before the idea becomes more acceptable 

and makes sense to them. At a certain point 

they will make a change. 

Sometimes a change may occur very 

quickly though. Often it is triggered by a 

“trigger event”. A trigger event is usually a 

major event that impacts on a person quite 

quickly. It is often a crisis. Some of the most 

innovative farming ideas have happened

With these key motivators in mind, two 

broad categories of why people change 

are:

• Their needs are not being met 

(internal)

• They are told they have to change 

(external)

The way we perceive the world is through 

our own filters and we can all have very 

different filters. They are made up of our 

personality traits. We create the reality of the 

world around us and act on our perceptions 

and interpretations of reality. Everyone has a 

slightly different slant on the world! 

HOW PEOPLE 
IMPLEMENT CHANGE

S
ometimes people change 

very quickly. At other times 

people take a long time to 

make or accept a change. A 

person can remain in denial 

about changes that are 

happening in their life and become bitter. 

Someone else will just shrug their shoulders 

and get on with dealing with a change that 

is occurring.

Three very important motivators of 

change are:

1. Time - people like to do things that 

give them more time for themselves

2. Control - people like to be in control 

of their situation and feel safe

3. Self-esteem - people like to be 

valued by other members of their 

community

When you are coaching someone 
through a process of change, 
remember your perceptions can be 
different from those of the person 
you are coaching.

tip

critical to our decision to make change. If 

a new idea does not align with our values, 

then it is hard for us to accept it.
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A few farmers however make large changes 

all in one go. They don’t have time for the 

step by step approach, they jump in boots 

and all. This approach to implementing 

change is done by a minority of farmers.

When a farmer decides to make a 

change to their farm business, usually 

they do it gradually, step by step. 

They may trial a paddock with the new 

approach and see how it goes, for 

example. They usually do it cautiously 

in increments.

On farm trial looking at new irrigation technologies 
for cane. Better to trial first before spending big 
dollars! 

When coaching someone, try to 
determine if they like taking risks 
or they are more cautious. This 
will help you brainstorm the best 
tactics to use when beginning to 
implement soil health ideas.

tip

when a farmer has thrown caution to the 

wind in the time of a major crisis like a 

severe drought.
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WHO 
CHANGES? 
INDIVIDUALS 
AND 
COMMUNITIES

H
umans are social 

beings; we 

think and live 

in communities. 

Individuals 

change and 

the community they live in 

also changes. These two types 

of change are connected. 

As individuals change, they 

influence the other people in 

their community who may then 

also change. If most people in a 

community have changed, then 

individuals will follow suit, due 

to peer pressure. Most people 

want to be part of the group, not 

outside it! Supporting farmers 

through change means working 

with both individuals and being 

aware of the community where 

they live.

Coaching is one approach 

to supporting change. When 

coaching another farmer, you are 

working mainly one on one. You 

need to be aware, however, that 

the person you are coaching is 

part of a wide network of people 

who are also influencing the 

change process that they are 

experiencing. The wide network 

of friends, family and work may 

be either holding back successful 

change or helping change.
Try and identify the positive and 
negative community influences 
to change that a farmer you are 
coaching may be experiencing. 
Focus on the positive ones to help 
reinforce your support.

tip
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Your role as a Soil Health Coach 

is mostly to provide one on one 

support in an informal setting. 

However, it is good to be aware of 

the various change approaches 

and strategies, because sometimes 

you may think that a farmer you 

are coaching would benefit from 

engaging in other extension 

activities that would support the 

change process. 

The various strategies to support 

farmers in changing fall into three 

main change approaches. Think of 

these as different types of change 

strategies. The three approaches 

complement each other, and the 

same rural extension activity may 

use all three approaches at the 

same time!

T
here is not one, single 

way to help farmers 

change to a regenerative, 

soil health-based 

approach to farming. 

There are lots of 

strategies you can use. In fact, the best 

approach is to use a mix of strategies. 

One on one informal coaching is just 

one of these ways.

As a Soil Health Coach 

supporting change, there is a 

toolbox of different ideas and 

tactics that you can use to help 

support someone through 

successful change.

SUPPORT 
CHANGE: 
TOWARDS 
SOIL HEALTH- 
BASED
FARMING
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As well as formal education and 

training, capacity building strategies 

also include informal courses and 

workshops, peer to peer and other 

“learning” activities. These informal 

capacity building activities are usually 

more important to farmers than formal 

courses. Handbooks, podcasts, videos, 

manuals and in-depth case studies are 

all learning resources that can support 

the capacity building process. 

Anything that helps a person build 

knowledge, skills and decision making 

can be thought of as capacity building. 

Part of your role as a soil health coach 

is to help build capacity. In the context 

of coaching, capacity building is usually 

done informally, one on one. Over time 

the farmer you are coaching should 

build their confidence to make their own 

decisions around soil health. 

T
raditionally this 

approach is also called 

Education or Training. It 

could also be thought 

of as Learning. Capacity 

Building strategies aim 

to improve the ability of individuals and 

communities to think through a different 

perspective, understand new concepts, 

apply new skills and make their own 

decisions around a new topic or theme. 

At the heart of the Digging Deeper Soils 

Course is a capacity building strategy.

The outcome from a well-implemented 

capacity building strategy is that 

participants have the ability and 

confidence to take action (innovate/

change/adapt) for themselves in a 

complex system. 

CAPACITY BUILDING

Graduates of a Digging Deeper Course usually 
have more confidence to make their own soil 
decisions.
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B
ehavioural activities 

influence a person’s 

immediate choices and 

short-term actions by 

applying insights from 

human psychology to 

shift their behaviour and decisions. 

These strategies have been used by 

marketers for decades to get us to make 

instant decisions to buy their products!

Solution-based fact sheets and information, 

seeing positive local stories, providing easy 

to follow instructions, solution-based case 

studies and access to mentors are some 

examples of this approach.

Effective behavioural strategies create a 

positive psychological state in someone 

around a topic of focus. They are then more 

open to making a positive decision on that 

topic. It is all about approaching the topic 

positively and making the topic accessible 

and relevant.

There is no point talking about soil 

health in terms of reef regulations and 

what a farmer is not allowed to do. 

Rather, focus on what a farmer can do 

for themselves to improve their soil. 

This is not avoiding the topic of reef 

regulations but spend five minutes on it 

and 55 minutes on the positives! 

It is about what message you are trying 

to get across and how you are getting 

it across. Are you making it a positive 

message? Are you communicating in a 

practical, relevant and accessible way? 

Are you discussing ideas where a farmer 

has influence?

This approach can be misused. For 

example, marketers can use these 

tactics to get us to buy stuff we don’t 

really need. If it is done well, we don’t 

even know we were influenced!

BEHAVIOURAL

Framing the approach to the topic of soil health 
as a positive one gets better engagement from 
a farmer. Seeing it as an important asset for the 
business makes it relevant and worth thinking 
about.
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O
ur choices and our 

behaviour are strongly 

influenced by the 

environment around 

us. Think of a rough 

pub that goes through 

a makeover. Once a pub gets done up, 

either the original clientele moves on to 

a pub more to their taste or they behave 

a bit better!!

Lots of people who live in the city don’t 

want to drive to work. They would be 

happy to take public transport or use a 

bike, but if there are no safe bike paths 

and no public transport, it is harder to 

make the switch.

One of the challenges when supporting 

a farmer through change is that they 

may want to change but the social and 

physical environment where they live 

may not be set up for them to make a 

change easily. The Regen Cane Farming 

Forum was set up to provide a social 

network where farmers can learn how to 

implement regenerative farming. There 

was no existing social network where 

they could learn some of these ideas in 

a positive environment. Existing social 

networks can be a barrier to farmers 

wanting to make a change to soil health 

and regenerative farming. 

Examples of systemic strategies include 

peer and social networks, social media 

channels like Facebook, farmer boards, 

scholarships or even a trusted space, 

such as an office, where people can 

come and drop in to talk! Think of the 

Terrain MIP office in Tully.

SYSTEMIC

The Regen Cane Forum provides a social 
network where farmers can learn about soil 
health.
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TIPS FOR
COACHING
IN
SOIL HEALTH

So far, we have put in a few tips to help you 

in your Soil Health Coach role. Here are a few 

more pointers:

• Acknowledge your own skills as a 
coach  – your own journey has value

• There is no recipe – every farm and 

situation is different. Just follow some 

basic steps

• Listen, don’t preach - you are not 

there to judge. 

• People don’t care how much you 
know, until they know how much 
you care - empathise, share your 

experience and inspire confidence

• You don’t need to know 
everything – you have a network 

behind you to help you

• Identify a person’s stage of 
change - that way you can use the right 

strategy for them at the right time 

• Understand the motivation and 
barriers - focus on the positive forces 

and reduce the negative forces that may 

hinder change for the person you are 

coaching

• Work with the wider community 

-  there is a wider community around 

this person. Work with that to help 

support them
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T
he basis of regenerative 

agriculture is soil health. 

Each farm is unique in its 

soil type, family situation 

and location, so there is 

no recipe for soil health. 

Each farm will develop its own way of 

changing. However, there are some 

simple steps that can be a useful 

SOIL HEALTH:
STEP TO
SUCCESS

These Soil Health: Steps to Success also 

provide a useful framework for explaining 

soil health and give a clear simple pathway 

to guide them ahead.

guide in helping farmers adopt changes and, 

if followed, will help lead to success.
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TROPICAL CROPPING

Four Essential Steps: these are 

fundamental for success

1. Control your Traffic - the 

community of life in your soil doesn’t 

like being smashed with the heavy 

weight of machinery.

2. Minimise your Tillage - soil 

organisms and aggregates don’t 

like being sliced up by steel. Many 

get killed and the survivors have 

nightmares about food processors 

for weeks afterwards! 

3. No Bare Fallows - a bare soil is a 

dead soil. Living roots are important.

4. Diversify your crops - diversity 

of plants leads to improved soil 

function. The science is very clear! 

Planting cover crops and crop 

rotation is your only option. The more 

diverse the better. 

Four Optional Extras: these steps may help 

take your soil health to the next level

5. Address Soil Constraints - the first 

four steps will improve soil structure 

and soil biology. You may still have 

some major soil constraints like soil 

acidity, compacted layers, soil salinity or 

aluminium. You will need to also address 

these before your soil health can really 

move ahead.

6. Reduce the herbicides - the fewer 

the better. They do impact the soil 

community. 

7. Stimulate the crop-soil system - 

sometimes you need to stimulate the 

system. Biological inputs can help here. 

8.  Balance and target the fertilisers 

- Manage your fertility holistically. It is 

about adequate and balanced plant 

nutrition. It is your soil’s biological 

community that cycles the soil nutrients. 

Work with this community not against it.

TROPICAL CROPPING
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Three Essential Steps: these are 

fundamental for success

1. Mulch your trees - trees need a 

covered, high humus topsoil layer for 

their feeder roots to thrive. Keep the 

canopy zone mulched at all times to 

promote this layer. 

2. Address Soil Constraints - Step 

1 will help with organic matter and 

soil biology. You may still have some 

major soil constraints like soil acidity, 

soil salinity or aluminium. You also 

need to address these before your 

soil health can really move ahead.

3. Reduce the herbicides - the 

fewer the better. They do impact the 

soil community. 

Three Optional Extras: these steps may 

help take your soil health to the next level

4. Use your Interrow - it is a resource 

for the trees. Grow diverse plants in your 

interrow and use a side throw slasher to 

put this biomass under trees. Keep some 

areas of the interrow high and messy. 

This creates habitat for beneficial insects.

5. Stimulate the crop-soil system - 

sometimes you need to stimulate the 

system. Biological inputs can help here. 

6. Balance and target the fertilisers 
- manage your fertility holistically. It is 

about adequate and balanced plant 

nutrition. It is your soil’s biological 

community that cycles the soil nutrients. 

Work with this community not against it.

TROPICAL TREE CROPS
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