
Australian Farm Institute’s quarterly newsletter 
Vol. 13 | No. 3 | August 2016

For the UK to leave the EU it has to 
invoke an Article 50 of the Lisbon 
Treaty (the founding document of 
the EU) which gives the two-sides 
two years to agree the terms of the 
split. The new UK Prime Minister 
has said she will not kick-off this 
process before the end of 2016. This 
means that there will not be a clear 
idea of what kind of deal the UK 
will seek from the EU, on trade and 
immigration, until at least mid-2017. 
It is likely that subsequent negotiations 
will extend well beyond that time, and 
it could be up to five years before the 
separation comes into effect.

While the potential terms of a UK exit 
from the EU remain quite unclear, it 
is reasonable to assume that there will 
be three major implications of this 
decision which have potential flow-on 
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On Thursday 23rd of June, 2016, the 
citizens of the United Kingdom (UK) 
voted in a referendum which asked 
whether the UK should continue as 
a member of the European Union 
(EU), or leave. The resulting vote 
was 52% to 48% in favour of the UK 
leaving the EU, and the Government 
of the UK has stated it will give effect 
to that decision. 

The EU is an economic and political 
partnership involving 28 European 
countries. It began after World War II 
to foster economic cooperation, with 
the idea that countries which trade 
together are more likely to avoid 
going to war with each other. It has 
since grown to become a ‘single 
market’ allowing goods and people 
to move around, basically as if the 
member states were one country.
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effects for Australian agriculture.  
These are:

• Agricultural trade between EU 
nations and the UK will no longer 
be free of any tariffs or restrictions.

• The movement of people (especially 
workers) between the UK and the 
EU will face increased restrictions.

• The large subsidy that UK farmers 
currently receive from the EU each 
year will cease, but may be at least 
partly replaced with subsidies from 
the UK Government.

The remainder of this paper examines 
each of these issues in more detail, 
before finally analysing what the 
implications of this change may be for 
Australian agriculture.

Implications for  
agricultural trade
The UK has long been a net importer 
of agricultural products, as can be 
observed in Figures 1 and 2. The 
value of agricultural imports by the 
UK increased dramatically in the 
immediate aftermath of World War II 
as international trade resumed and the 
UK economy underwent recovery. 
UK agricultural imports again grew 
rapidly from 1973 as the UK’s entry 
to the EU encouraged imports from 
other EU nations. A third spike in UK 
agricultural imports occurred in the 
aftermath of the major foot-and-mouth 
disease outbreaks in the early 2000s, 
when large numbers of UK livestock 
were destroyed and strict regulations 
were imposed on the UK livestock 
industries.

Major UK agricultural and food 
imports include wine and spirits, meat, 
fruit and vegetables, and a wide range 
of semi-processed and processed foods. 
As can be observed from Figure 3, UK 
agricultural imports are dominated by 
products sourced from EU nations – 
hardly surprising given the proximity 
of the UK to mainland Europe, and the 
free trading environment that exists 
between the UK and EU nations.

The UK is a significant exporter of 
a number of agricultural and food 
products – specifically whisky, lamb and 
dairy products. More than two-thirds 
of UK agriculture and food exports are 
destined for EU nations (Figure 4).

The UK was one of Australia’s major 
markets for agricultural exports during 
the 19th century and the first half of 
the 20th century. At the end of World 
War II, the UK imported one-third 
of all Australian agricultural exports, 
including 80% of all beef exports and 
90% of all butter exports (Pollard 
2000). During the 1960s, the United 
States (US), Japan and Korea grew in 
importance as export markets, followed 
more recently by the emergence of the 
Middle East and Asia as major markets. 

The UK joined the European Union 
in 1973 which resulted in tariffs and 
quotas being applied to Australian 
agricultural exports destined for the 
UK, and by the mid-1980s, the UK was 
taking less than 2% of Australian rural 
exports. At that time, the major markets 
for Australian agricultural exports were 
Japan (21%), the Middle East (15%), 
North America (12%), the EU (11%), 

Eastern Europe (9%), South East Asia 
(9%), and China (5%). 

By 2015, Australia’s agricultural 
exports were predominantly destined 
for North Asia (including Japan, 
Korea and China) which collectively 
accounted for more than 40% of total 
exports of which 20% was China alone, 
followed by South-East Asia (20%), the 
Americas (14%), the Middle East (7%), 
and Europe including the UK (5%). 

Australian agricultural and food 
exports to the UK in 2015 accounted 
for around 1.5% of Australia’s total 
agriculture and food exports. Principal 
among these was wine, lamb and beef. 
Of note, over recent years, has been 
the significant decline in the value of 
Australian wine exports to the UK, as 
other ‘new world’ suppliers such as 
New Zealand, Argentina and the US 
have become more prominent in export 
wine markets. In contrast, Australian 
beef exports to the UK have been 
growing as a result of both higher beef 
prices and some increases in quota 
access under EU agricultural trade 
arrangements. 

Australia also imports agricultural 
and food products from the UK – 
predominantly alcoholic beverages 
(whisky) and a variety of processed 
foods. Australian agricultural and 
food imports from the UK have been 
increasing over recent years in line with 
the general growth in the value of food 
imports to Australia, especially over 
the period of relatively high Australian 
dollar exchange rates as a consequence 
of the mining boom (Figure 5).
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Figure 1: Trends in UK agricultural trade.

0

Fr
ui

t a
nd

ve
ge

ta
bl

es

M
ea

t

B
ev

er
ag

es

C
er

ea
ls

D
ai

ry
 a

nd
eg

gs

Fi
sh

M
is

ce
lla

ne
ou

s

C
of

fe
e,

 te
a,

co
co

a 
et

c

A
ni

m
al

 fe
ed O
ils

S
ug

ar

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

9

10

£ 
bi

lli
on

s

Total imports Total exports

Figure 2: UK trade in different food groups. 
Source: DEFRA (2015).
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Figure 3: Value and source of UK agricultural imports.
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Figure 4: Value and destination of UK agricultural exports.
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Figure 5:  Australia’s agriculture and food trade with the UK (major products).

Figure 6:  Australia’s agriculture and food trade with the EU (major products).
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Australia also has significant two-way 
agricultural trade with the EU as is 
evident from Figure 6 (previous page). 
Principal Australian exports to the 
EU include canola (as a consequence 
of demand driven by the EU biofuels 
mandate), wine, fruit and nuts, wool, 
and beef. Total Australian food 
and agriculture exports to the EU 
(excluding the UK) were valued at 
approximately A$2.3 billion in 2015 
and have been relatively static over 
recent years. Australia’s agriculture and 
food imports from the EU were valued 
at approximately A$3.8 billion in 2015, 
and consisted predominantly of wine 
and processed foods, as well as canned 
vegetables (tomatoes from Italy), and 
pigmeat sourced from Denmark and 
the Netherlands.

Australia has an agriculture and 
food trade deficit with the EU, part 
of the explanation for which is the 
restrictions that are applied by the 
EU to agriculture and food imports 
from Australia. Figure 7 displays the 
tariffs that are applied to imports of 
agricultural products by Australia and 
the EU respectively. Applied tariffs are 
those that are estimated to be currently 
applied, whilst bound tariffs are the 
maximum tariffs each trading partner 
is legally able to apply under World 
Trade Organisation (WTO) agreements 
on a most favoured nation (MFN) basis 
(Hussey & Tideman 2013). The graph 
highlights the significant disparity 
between the tariffs faced by Australian 
agricultural imports into the EU, and 

the effect of making imports to the UK 
more expensive, and exports from the 
UK more competitive in international 
markets. This will likely stimulate 
increased farm production in the UK 
and a reduction in net agricultural 
imports. 

From an Australian and New Zealand 
perspective (ignoring exchange 
rate fluctuations), the potential 
opportunities that are likely to emerge 
as a consequence of the Brexit decision 
are fairly limited. There may be 
increased opportunities for Australian 
exports of beef and wine to the UK 
(depending on how much of the current 
EU beef import quota is transferred to 
the UK), but this will depend largely 
on decisions that the UK makes about 
the tariff regime that will be adopted 
post-EU membership. Bulk Australian 
agricultural commodities such as 
grains are generally not competitive in 
European markets due to the impact of 
freight costs, although Australia does 
export a small volume of specialised 
wheat to the EU. Higher value products 
– including red meat, wine and 
some horticultural products – can be 
competitively exported from Australia 
to the EU or the UK, however Brexit 
is more likely to result in a shift in 
market destinations (for example more 
Australian beef to the UK and less to 
the EU) rather than an overall increase 
in demand.

An unknown in relation to the potential 
impact on Australian agriculture 
of Brexit is future decisions by 
governments about agricultural 
trade. Australia has already initiated 
preliminary discussions with the EU 
about an Australia-EU free trade 
agreement, and it seems likely that if 
such an agreement eventuates, there 
will be some downward movement in 
the level of agricultural tariffs imposed 
on agricultural imports by the EU. In 
the past, such changes have tended 
to be offset by increases in technical 
trade barriers (for example biosecurity 
and safety testing protocols) meaning 
that the net impact is difficult 
to estimate. From an Australian 
agricultural perspective, it would 

Figure 7:  Bound and applied tariffs on  
trade in agriculture and food  
products.

EU agricultural imports into 
Australia. 

Over all agricultural products, 
Australian import tariffs 
average 1.2%, while EU tariffs 
average in excess of 12%.

Australia’s red meat exports 
also face quota restrictions in 
the EU market. 

Against this agricultural trade 
background, the potential 
implications of Brexit for both 
the UK and Australia remain 
somewhat unclear. On a very 
simple analysis, the UK would 

no longer be a member of the EU, and 
agricultural exports from the UK to 
the EU (predominantly whisky and 
lamb) would therefore presumably face 
the same tariff rates that Australian 
agricultural imports to the EU face. 
This could result in a reduction in the 
value of UK agricultural exports to the 
EU, and a diversion of these exports to 
other markets.

The UK, meanwhile, would have 
greater autonomy in being able to set 
tariff rates on agricultural imports, 
and could conceivably increase tariffs 
on agricultural imports from the 
EU to a level equivalent to current 
EU agricultural tariffs. This would 
effectively increase the price of EU 
agricultural exports to the UK, with the 
potential result being a loss of market 
share by EU agricultural exporters, and 
a possible increase in UK agricultural 
production (due to increasing 
agricultural commodity prices), or at 
least an increase in UK agricultural 
imports from non-EU sources such as 
Australia.

This is probably an overly simplistic 
analysis, however, as the impact of 
potential future changes in agricultural 
tariffs and market access arrangements 
can be negated or magnified by 
changes in exchange rates, such 
as have already been observed in 
response to the Brexit decision. The 
exchange rate of the British Pound 
has depreciated against most major 
currencies including the Euro in the 
wake of the Brexit decision. This has 
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also be advantageous to initiate trade 
negotiations with the UK, although 
that nation represents a much smaller 
market than the EU.

Compounding factors in relation to 
the impact of Brexit on both the UK 
and ultimately Australia are the impact 
of issues such as the future of farm 
subsidies in a post-Brexit era. This is 
discussed in the following sections.

UK farm subsidies after Brexit
One of the more challenging issues 
facing UK farmers, as a likely 
consequence of Brexit, is that they 
will no longer receive the generous 
EU agricultural subsidies that are 
associated with EU membership.

Under the current EU Common 
Agriculture Policy (CAP) the average 
farmer in England and Wales receives 
direct subsidies of £235 and £179 per 
hectare (A$412 and A$314) each year. 
There are also payments available 
under agri-environmental and other 
schemes, with the total EU payments 
to UK farmers exceeding £2.8 billion 
(A$4.9 billion) in 2015. It is estimated 
that these payments are equivalent to 
55% of the total income from farming 
generated in the UK (NFU 2015) 
each year.

What arrangements might be put in 
place to substitute for all or part of 
these payments by the UK Government 
in the post-EU era are very unclear. In 
2014, the UK’s net contribution to the 
EU was £9.8 billion, which is around 
1.5% of total UK public expenditure 
and equivalent to almost 0.7% of its 
GDP (NFU 2015). In theory, when the 
UK leaves the EU, these payments 
will no longer need to be made and 
therefore some of this funding could 
be utilised to replace existing EU 
CAP payments to UK farmers with 
equivalent farm subsidies paid for by 
UK taxpayers. However, in the event 
that the UK subsequently negotiates 
some form of trading agreement with 
the EU post-Brexit, then if the pattern 
established by Norway and Switzerland 
is applied, the UK will be required 
to make some contribution to the EU 
budget in return for specific market 

access arrangements. Some estimates 
put the potential future required 
contribution to the EU budget by the 
UK at 60% of current levels. If this is 
the case, then the savings available to 
the UK Government as a consequence 
of Brexit may actually be less than 
the total current value of UK CAP 
payments.

The UK Government has long been a 
critic of the CAP, arguing that it should 
be transformed into some form of risk 
management or insurance system, 
rather than the current system of 
direct payments. If this view prevails, 
then it is likely that UK farm subsidy 
levels will be reduced in the future. 
This obviously has implications for 
UK agriculture, given that it is widely 
acknowledged that UK agriculture is 
not internationally competitive, and 
would decline significantly in the event 
that subsidies were removed. This 
would mean additional opportunities 
for competitive agricultural exporters 
such as Australia, although the 
nature of UK agricultural imports 
(predominantly fruit and vegetables, 
pork and poultry meats, and wine) 
means that Australian would only 
gain small additional benefits from a 
reduction in UK farm subsidies.

Conclusions
The proposed exit of the UK from 
the EU brings many associated 
uncertainties, especially in relation 
to the timing of the breakup, and the 
future UK-EU arrangements that may 
be put in place in advance of the split 
occurring. Nevertheless, it seems 
likely that the UK’s dependence on 
agricultural imports from the EU will 
be reduced due to likely trade barriers, 
and this will open up opportunities 
for other nations to export agricultural 
products to the UK. However, the 
UK currently accounts for only 
approximately 1.5% of Australian 
agricultural exports, and it seems 
unlikely that even in the post-Brexit 
era, this will increase to any great 
degree.

There are, however, some wider 
implications of Brexit and similar 

protectionist and isolationist 
sentiments evident in the current 
political landscape of the US and 
Europe. These suggest that the trend 
over the past decade of reducing 
international barriers for agricultural 
trade may have reached its limits, 
and that further progress in reducing 
global agricultural trade barriers 
will be difficult to achieve. For 
example, both main contenders in the 
current US Presidential contest have 
expressed outright opposition to the 
proposed Trans-Pacific Partnership 
(TPP) agreement, indicating that the 
likelihood of this agreement being 
implemented is now remote.

For farmers in Australia and New 
Zealand who have long advocated 
for the removal of agricultural trade 
barriers, it may be time to take stock 
of the undoubted progress that has 
been made in recent years, and to 
focus on ensuring that the benefits of 
recently negotiated trade agreements 
are not eroded by the adoption of 
non-tariff trade restrictions. It will 
also be important to ensure that the 
protectionist and isolationist sentiments 
evident in these global developments 
do not go unchallenged.
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Accelerating precision agriculture to decision 
agriculture

The Australian Farm Institute (AFI) 
is continuing its focus on digital 
agriculture through involvement in a 
new project recently announced by the 
Deputy Prime Minister and Minister 
for Agriculture and Water Resources, 
the Hon Barnaby Joyce. This project 
has the goal of ‘designing a solution 
for the use of big data in agriculture 
– increasing the profitability of 
producers, providing clarity about 
data ownership and access rights, and 
improving farming strategies.’

The project, Accelerating precision 
agriculture to decision agriculture, is 
a partnership between 13 of Australia’s 
15 rural research and development 
corporations (RDCs), led by CRDC 
and including MLA, Dairy Australia, 
GRDC, SRA, RIRDC, AWI, HIAL, 
APL, AGWA, FWPA, AMPC and 
FRDC, plus other research partners. 
The project is funded under round two 
of the Rural R&D for Profit program.

The recent AFI report, The 
implications of digital agriculture and 
big data for Australian agriculture, 
detailed productivity gains observed 
in the US Corn Belt through the use of 
digital agriculture technologies and big 

data analytics. The report also made 
a number of recommendations and 
observations for steps that needed to 
be taken so that Australian agriculture 
could start to capture the benefits of the 
big data revolution.

One of the themes that the AFI 
report focused on was the need for 
cross industry and multi-disciplinary 
collaboration in the development of big 
data research. The precision to decision 
project is a very positive step down 
that collaboration pathway. The fact 
that 13 of the 15 RDC’s have decided 
to participate in this project is an 
indication of the importance that all of 
agriculture places on the development 
of digital agriculture and big data in 
agriculture.

The key issues that will be covered 
by the project were discussed at an 
inception meeting for the project held in 
Brisbane on the 18th of July and can be 
described by three broad subject areas.

•	 Who will hold the data produced 
and how will access to that data be 
controlled?

•	 The need to have commonality and 
portability of data sets.

•	 Demonstrated business cases 
and value propositions for cross 
industry collaboration and 
the application of big data in 
agriculture.

The AFI’s role in the project will 
be centred around the third issue 
area. Case studies from the US 
will be developed that focus on 
businesses that are implementing big 
data analytics for productivity and 
profitability gains. This is an important 
part of the project as it is critical that 
practical outcomes are delivered from 
the promise that is big data. While 
the potential for digital agriculture is 
widely accepted, the actual use of big 
data analytics is still confined mostly 
to the Corn Belt in the US. The case 
studies developed for this project will 
explore issues around the use of big 
data in other agricultural sectors with 
more direct relevance to Australian 
production systems.

Research partners working on other 
aspects of the project include the 
Data to Decisions CRC, CSIRO, 
Griffith University, University of New 
England, and the University of the 
Sunshine Coast. 
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As Australian agriculture moves into premium 
markets, the biosecurity risks increase
Australian farmers have always 
understood the importance of 
biosecurity as a key success factor 
in securing the international markets 
the sector is so dependent on. Major 
campaigns to eradicate TB and 
brucellosis in livestock, as well as to 
prevent the outbreak of potentially 
devastating diseases like Karnal bunt 
in wheat have been well supported by 
the sector, and are a very important 
factor in the global market access 
enjoyed by Australian agricultural 
exports.

However, some recent research 
conducted for the Plant Biosecurity 
Cooperative Research Centre by the 
Australian Farm Institute highlighted 
that the importance of biosecurity to 
Australian agriculture is increasing, for 
two reasons.

The first is that Australian agricultural 
products are increasingly being 
exported to higher value markets, 
in which wealthier consumers are 
prepared to pay a premium for 
quality and safety, and also for 
specific providence and credence 
characteristics. These consumers are, 
however, ‘fussier’ than the average 
consumer, and any breakdown in 
biosecurity standards will result 
in a very sudden and quick loss of 

7discoveries

these premium markets, with larger 
economic impacts than might be the 
case in lower value markets.

The second is that as Australia 
has negotiated trade agreements 
with major trading partners, the 
opportunity arises to greatly reduce 
the paperwork and inspection costs 
associated with exporting to those 
markets. In theory, export markets 
start to accept Australian inspection 
and quality assurance standards, and 
reduce their own inspections and 
paperwork. However, this requires 
Australia to be able to demonstrate that 
our biosecurity and quality assurance 
systems are credible, and will stand up 
to close scrutiny by officials visiting 
from export markets. This means it is 
no longer good enough for Australia 
to claim freedom from particular 
pests and diseases, we in fact have 
to demonstrate that there are active 
surveillance and inspection systems in 
place to make sure the pest or disease 
is not present.

As the report produced for the Plant 
Biosecurity CRC concluded, these 
changes mean that Australia needs 
to more actively address biosecurity 
risks, and importantly ensure 
that a dedicated research effort is 
maintained to solve existing and 

emerging biosecurity challenges, as 
well as provide a training ground for 
technicians and scientists that will be 
needed to maintain Australia’s world-
leading biosecurity standards into 
the future. 

John Ralph Essay Competition 2016
The John Ralph Essay Competition is an annual essay competition 
conducted by the Australian Farm Institute to encourage strategic and 
creative thinking about issues of importance to the future of the sector  
in Australia. The topic of the John Ralph Essay Competition for 2016 is:  
Farm environmental stewardship programs are just subsidies 
in disguise and should not be adopted in Australia.

The competition awards two prizes: Open: $5000 and Novice: $1000,  
plus attendance at the 2016 Australian Agriculture Roundtable Conference

Entries close: Monday, 5 September 2016
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Will inland rail stimulate business opportunities  
for regional Australia?

(coal and agricultural products) 
and Cootamundra and the ability to 
enhance service offerings at existing 
hubs like Parkes.2 Whilst only a small 
portion of the goods carried on the 
network is projected to be agricultural 
– this is a significant portion of NSW’s 
existing agricultural freight task which 
can be delivered more competitively, 
putting more dollars in farmers’ 
pockets (see below Q3). 

Across Australia the food and grocery 
sector employs 1.1 million people 
directly and indirectly and around a 
third of these are in regional Australia. 
As of July 2015, there were close to 
100,000 people employed in the food 
and grocery processing sector in NSW, 
generating almost $4,758 million 
in food and grocery exports over 
2014/15. Unsurprisingly, the LGAs 
with the largest percentage of 
employees from the food and grocery 
industry are regional LGAs.3 As we 
shift into ‘the dining boom’, it is vital 
that we build more opportunities to 
develop the food and grocery sector 
and, logistically, inland rail would play 
a vital role.

Roger Fletcher,  
Fletcher International Exports
We struggle to see where any new 
business or opportunities would be 
created especially in NSW due to 
the inland railway. It is arguable that 
freight costs may be even higher 
to export through Queensland and 
Victoria. Farmers and rural businesses 
in NSW already have very efficient 

2 ibid, p. 107.
3 https://nswfarmwriters.org.au/userfiles/

file/20151126%20Policy%20Paper%20-%20
Regional%20employment_FINAL.pdf 

supply chains set up direct to the 
nearest ports, located in NSW. In 
turn, I do not think any additional 
stimulation of business development 
or growth would be attributed to the 
inland railway due to a higher logistics 
cost structure.

Q2. As well as the direct financial 
benefits that inland rail might deliver, 
there are many intangible benefits that 
would also be delivered. Is business 
confidence an undervalued aspect of 
inland rail expansion? How important 
is a large government investment such 
as inland rail for signalling to farmers 
and other stakeholders that there is 
long-term support for agriculture, and 
rural and regional Australia?

Jaimie Lovell,  
NSW Farmers’ Association
The key to catalysing private 
investment in regional hubs will 
be lowering the risk of investment 
for private enterprise. This requires 
government to back the proposal with 
significant upfront funding. 

To date both sides of politics have 
committed almost $900 million 
towards developing the business case 
for the line, to acquire the necessary 
land corridor, and to continue pre-
construction works and undertake due 
diligence activities.

However pleasing a bipartisan 
commitment to the idea of the project 
is, the total cost will be an estimated 
$10 billion over 10 years; with current 
pledges falling short of actually laying 
any new track.

How (and when) the government 
chooses to fund the balance of the $10 
billion is the key question. The budget 
announcement included $3.8 million 
for market testing for private sector 
funding, which suggests that the 
government is still hoping for a sugar 
daddy in the context of the overall 
Federal Budget outlook. However, 

Q1. The Australian Rail Track 
Corporation claims that inland rail 
will be a ‘catalyst for complementary 
private sector investments’. New 
regional terminals and freight precincts 
could become hubs for regional 
manufacturing and commerce. What 
new business opportunities for 
agriculture would be stimulated by 
inland rail development and how much 
a flow on effect would this have for 
regional population and employment? 

Jaimie Lovell,  
NSW Farmers’ Association
There is no doubt that the inland rail 
project, delivered right, will stimulate 
new opportunities for regional 
businesses. Access to an upgraded, 
quicker track with efficient and reliable 
delivery of goods to key eastern ports 
will certainly create manufacturing and 
commercial opportunities along the 
route. The efficiency of the system will 
come from the ability to run longer, 
heavier trains with good access to key 
ports – driving competition between 
both ports and service providers 
located at the same port, lowering 
supply chain costs of Australian 
agricultural exports.

In NSW, the Australian Rail Track 
Corporation (ARTC) identifies 
potential new locations for intermodal 
hubs at Moree (a grain basin),1 Narrabri 

1 ARTC expects that grain growers to the north 
of the Moree region will take advantage of 
a standard gauge connection to the Port of 
Brisbane, diverting approximately 500,000 
tonnes from road and road-narrow gauge rail 
alternatives.  
Australian Rail Track Corporation Limited 
(2015), Melbourne to Brisbane Inland Rail 
2015, Attachment A: Inland Rail Programme 
Business Case, p. 119.

Roger Fletcher,
Director, Fletcher 
International 
Exports

Jaimie Lovell,
Policy Director,
NSW Farmers’ 
Association
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Public Private Partnerships tend to 
drive quite tight bargains – and if the 
private sector bought in too early, the 
government might well end up wearing 
all the risk and paying quite a high 
price. With interest rates so low at 
the moment, it is almost criminal for 
the government not to be borrowing 
and paying much of the upfront costs 
themselves. 

Private investors are much more likely 
to come on board on more favourable 
terms once the risk of investment is 
lowered. The intermodal hubs would 
be one such private sector investment 
which would flow from a government-
funded build. Other, related industries 
will also invest in complimentary 
ventures to take advantage of new 
infrastructure.

Roger Fletcher,  
Fletcher International Exports
It is important that government does 
send the right signals to farmers 
showing support. The inland railway 
in my mind does not support farmers. 
It supports domestic freight moving 
between Brisbane and Melbourne, but 
even this freight task it will poorly 
cater for, as most of this freight is 
overnight just in time point to point 
freight, where trucks are more effective 
in meeting customer needs. The 
inland railway in my opinion will 
only support heavy non-time-sensitive 
freight. There is already a rail line 
linking Brisbane and Melbourne, so 

this style of containerised freight is 
already moving by rail through Sydney. 
To attract more freight onto rail and 
redirect it internally is seems ludicrous.

Q3. One argument used by advocates 
for an expanded inland rail is that it 
will open up new market opportunities 
and supply chains and bring farmers 
closer to consumers. Do you believe 
that inland rail will be any better 
than the current transport options for 
facilitating new markets and supply 
chains?

Jaimie Lovell,  
NSW Farmers’ Association
The government has chosen to 
back the ARTC’s proposal of a 
mix of upgraded track (brownfield 
infrastructure) and new sections of 
track (greenfield infrastructure). With 
the aim of getting the travel distance 
between Brisbane and Melbourne 
down to under 24 hours and, with 
the capacity to double stack (within 
10 years), the project represents a 
significant upgrade on the current 
network. However, the patchwork 
nature of the project will create some 
challenges, as will a project that 
stretches through three states.

The benefit, however, is that 
connections to the existing country rail 
network will be able to be maintained 
and, in fact, enhanced. This would 
create more efficiency and competitive 
tension along the whole network. 

Currently, Western and Central New 
South Wales, Riverina and Southern 
New South Wales transport up to 
3 million tonnes of grain to Port 
Kembla (with up to 2.9 million 
tonnes on rail). Western and Central 
New South Wales and New England 
transport up to 1.8 million tonnes to the 
Port of Newcastle (with approximately 
1.2 million tonnes on rail).

However, there is more than grain 
that could use rail and more grain that 
could travel on rail. New England, 
Darling Downs and Toowoomba 
transport up to 2.1 million tonnes of 
grain to the Port of Brisbane (with 
approximately 0.4 million tonnes 
on rail). This last example shows 
that there is real opportunity for port 
competition from certain sectors of the 
network.

The current inland rail project proposal 
is designed to be ‘road competitive’, 
aiming to be able to match or better 
the 24 hour delivery time between 
Melbourne and Brisbane currently 
delivered by the road transport sector. 
The projected 22 hour delivery for 
inland rail is designed to get more 
freight onto rail and pick up business 
from the supermarket sector as well. 
If inland rail is delivered before the 
trucking industry invests in new 
infrastructure, like driverless trucks, 
then they will become co-investors in 
the project.

Build it (soon), and they will come.

Roger Fletcher,  
Fletcher International Exports
No, I do not believe any new 
opportunities will be created for 
farmers out of this project. I fear this 
will be a serious waste of tax-payers’ 
money and in fact only draw away 
from NSW economic development. 
Already significant investment has 
been put forward on a needs basis 
to improve access to export markets 
from regional centres over the shortest 
possible distance. To think in NSW 
that our agricultural products can 
be more efficiently exported through 
Brisbane or Melbourne cannot 
be serious. 
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Beware the statistics in media reports on land clearing 
Debates in Australia about land 
clearing are seemingly unending, 
in part due to the failure of many 
involved to recognise some basic 
truths, and in part due to the very 
significant divide between media 
reports about the issue, and what the 
available statistics actually say about 
land clearing rates.

Starting with the statistics that are 
published about land clearing, and 
the divide between that and what 
the media actually reports, the latest 
official report released by the NSW 
Government on land clearing rates in 
the state are a classic example.

According to a report by Peter 
Hannam1 in the Sydney Morning 
Herald, the latest available NSW 
Report on Native Vegetation reveals 
that, ‘23,000 hectares had been cleared 
of woody vegetation (for crops and 
pastures) in the three years to June 
2013.’ Note the use of the sum of three 
years of data, rather than a single year 
of figures, to make the number sound 
bigger. 
1 Hannam, P (2016), Land clearing in NSW 

accelerates with almost two-thirds of it 
‘unexplained’, Sydney Morning Herald, 
4 August, available at: http://www.smh.com.
au/environment/conservation/land-clearing-in-
nsw-accelerates-with-almost-twothirds-of-it-
unexplained-20160803-gqk052.html

The article continues, ‘unexplained 
clearing amounted to 13,579 hectares, 
or 59 per cent’ – again, a reference to 
three years rather than a single year. 
The article then reported a quote from 
the Chief Executive of the Nature 
Conservation Council of NSW stating, 
‘This report shows that the Baird 
Government is soft on illegal land 
clearing.’

Starting with the very basic facts, 
Geoscience Australia reports that the 
mainland area of the State of NSW 
is 80,062,800 hectares. This means 
that the amount of native vegetation 
reportedly cleared by farmers over the 
three years amounted to 0.029% of the 
total land area of the state. 

Reading the NSW Government report 
a little more closely, however, some 
other important additional information 
emerges. First, the figures included in 
the report as areas cleared are areas 
that were previously areas of native 
vegetation (presumably on 1 January 
1990) which have since had trees 
removed. However, (as the NSW 
Government report states), ‘the report 
does not identify gains in woody 
vegetation due to planting or natural 
regrowth’, meaning that reporting the 
aforementioned figures in isolation 
(as Peter Hannam has done) is the 
equivalent of reporting a football game 
but only providing one side’s score.

Interestingly, another section of the 
NSW Government report does provide 
information that is of use in gaining 
some understanding of the ‘plus’ side 
of the native vegetation scorecard, 
but curiously, this seems to have been 
overlooked in the Sydney Morning 
Herald article. 

The same NSW Government report 
identifies that some 71,360 hectares 
of new native vegetation conservation 
areas were created in the three years 
referred to above, and that on average 
over the past nine years 144,030 
hectares of new conservation areas 
have been created annually. 

The same report also identified 
that 711,850 hectares of land was 
converted into new or revegetated 
areas of native vegetation over the past 
three years, and 2,475,120 hectares of 
land was included in native vegetation 
management agreements designed to 
improve biodiversity through weed 
control and grazing management. 

So, in summary, the NSW Native 
Vegetation report for 2013–14 
identified that 23,000 hectares of land 
had been cleared by farmers over the 
last three years, and 3,258,330 hectares 
of land had been converted into native 
vegetation conservation areas or placed 
under management agreements to 
improve native vegetation, with much 
of this being land owned by farmers. 

This means that the area of land on 
which native vegetation was removed 
was just 0.07% of the new areas of 
land on which native vegetation was 
either permanently conserved or placed 
under protective management, yet the 
author of the Sydney Morning Herald 
article chose to report the 0.07%, 
and completely ignore what is a very 
good news story for those interested 
in native vegetation and biodiversity 
conservation in NSW.

Strangely, the article quoted a series 
of spokespersons all expressing grave 
concern about the implications of the 
reported clearing rates. For example 
Kate Smolski, chief executive of the 
Nature Conservation Council, said:  

We in NSW are in the middle of an 
extinction crisis – we cannot afford 
to keep losing wildlife habitat at this 
rate or we will lose species like the 
koala forever. 

Either the people quoted in the 
article did not read the report and 
were contacted by the reporter in the 
knowledge that they would provide 
supportive quotes, or the responses 
confirm that even with the addition 
of 3.24 million hectares of new areas 
of native vegetation conservation, 
environmental campaigners will never 
be satisfied.

10 crossing the divide
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Brexit – aftershocks or 
opportunity for Australia?
The vote by British citizens in the 
June referendum to leave the European 
Union has shocked not only the EU, 
but also many of the British people. 
This was evident when it became 
apparent the British Government had 
no plans in place to manage the exit 
process. 

There has been enormous amount of 
speculation and commentary of what 
may happen in the future, only time 
will determine what policies are put 
in place. UK farmers will be eager 
and lobbying hard to secure funding 
to support their agricultural industry 
from their own government. There is 
little doubt that future funding will 
not be as lucrative as the current CAP 
payments under the EU agreement. 
The Australian wine industry will 
be watching with great interest, as 
Britain is its number one destination 
for exports by volume. Britain is 
Australia’s seventh largest trading 
partner and second in the supply 
of direct foreign investment into 
Australia. While opportunities for 
Australian agriculture may not be 
apparent, the progress in this space 
will be watched with great interest.

Bird flu devastates  
central Africa
Countries across west and central 
Africa are on high alert as highly 
pathogenic avian influenza virus H5N1 
continues to spread. Six countries have 
encountered the virus, these being 
Burkina Faso, Cote d’Ivoire, Ghana, 
Niger, Nigeria and Cameroon. Nigeria 
continues to be the most affected with 
750 outbreaks and 3.5 million birds 
dead or culled. The FAO is concerned 
the disease could travel southwards, 
and international emergency responses 
have been triggered to help contain 
the spread.

Avian influzena continues to be a huge 
biosecurity concern to the poultry 
industry across the globe. Only 

12 months ago up to 48 million birds 
(turkeys and layer hens) were affected 
in the Midwest of the US. These 
outbreaks should act as a caution to 
those in Australia who advocate that all 
of the poultry industry should be based 
on free-range production systems. 

EU dairy industry receives 
crucial support
Dairy supply continues to exceed 
demand in world markets, and a 
market turnaround is not predicted 
until at least 2017. Low dairy prices 
are having an impact in both domestic 
and international markets. In response, 
the European Commission has 
announced a suite of measures worth 
€500 million to support EU dairy 
farmers.

The three main elements of the 
funding are: an EU-wide scheme 
to incentivise a reduction in milk 
production; conditional adjustment 
aid (implemented at Member State 
level); and a range of technical 
measures to provide greater flexibility 
(these include early payments and 
stockholding of milk powder by the 
EU). This is an additional and separate 
package from the €500 million made 
available to the sector by the EU last 
September via a range of measures, 
including permitting milk producers 
to enter into voluntary agreements to 
limit milk production.

Record wheat crop predicted 
for 2016/17
In Australia, 2016 is shaping up to be 
a solid season for winter cereals due to 
widespread rainfalls from west coast 
to the east coast. The recent WASDE 
report (July 2016) shows that global 
wheat supplies have been increased 
due to favourable weather conditions 
in Russia and the Ukraine (an extra 
1 million tonnes increase). Along 
with a smaller increase for production 
in Argentina, Australia and Canada 
(0.5 million tonnes increase). These 
extra increases of production have 
offset a decrease in the EU, which 

is largely due to the impact of heavy 
rain in France (down 1 million tonnes) 
and Algeria (0.7 million tonnes). The 
report went on to state total world 
production is now projected at a record 
738.5 million tonnes. Global use is 
estimated at 729.3 million tonnes, 
rising due to increased feed usage. 
This leaves the world wheat stocks at 
the high level of 253.7 million tonnes. 
Domestically wheat prices look like 
continuing in a price trough. This may 
create some challenges on-farm in 
covering the cost of production.

New Zealand has a big plan  
to tackle predators
In July, the NZ Government 
announced the Predator Free New 
Zealand 2050 target and its plans to 
set up a new public-private partnership 
company by the beginning of 2017. 
This company will help fund regional 
large-scale predator eradication 
programs. The main predators to be 
targeted are possums, rats and stoats. 
This program will have positive 
impacts for farmers and the primary 
sector. Possums and ferrets are the 
main carrier of bovine tuberculosis 
which is very destructive disease for 
cattle and deer. A great conservation 
project with agricultural productivity 
benefits, it will be interesting to 
observe if the ambitious goals, 
collective efforts, shared resources and 
utilisation of current technology can 
achieve the predator free status in New 
Zealand by 2050.

Australian and international farm policy news
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In the news
The Australian Farm Institute held its very successful 
Digital Disruption in Agriculture Conference in Sydney 
on Thursday 2 June and Friday 3 June, 2016. 

Conference media attention was garnered from as far as 
The Washington Post, with the article, ‘Even cowboy 
jobs may not be safe from robots’, by Matt McFarland 
(2/06/2016). 

Alex Druce from The Land published a series of articles 
on conference sessions: ‘Robots are here – make your farm 
adapt’, ‘Tech-savvy agros to thrive in data age’, ‘Open 
data sharing model must be built on trust’, and ‘Teamwork, 
intelligence needed for ag to thrive’ (16/06/2016). 

Sarina Locke from ABC Rural, wrote: ‘Farmer interest in 
digital agriculture technology experiencing “extraordinary” 
growth this year’ (8/06/2016).  

Sarah Nolet published a story in the AgFunderNews 
(8/06/2016) detailing her ‘5 key takeaways for Australia’s 
developing agtech scene from the Digital Disruption in 
Agriculture Event’:

1. Harnessing the power of data creates limitless opportunities

2. But beware of marketing hype!

3. Data ownership and privacy concerns abound

4.  The revolution will take more than technological innovation

5. The education system has to evolve.
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Out and about
 Recently the Institute’s Executive Director, Mick Keogh, 
has spoken at: 

• NSW Farmers’ Association Annual Conference, Sydney

Richard Heath, the Institute’s General Manager – Research, 
has spoken at:

• North East Catchment Management Authority Forum, 
Beechworth, Victoria

• 6th National NRM Knowledge Conference, Coffs 
Harbour, NSW

• GrainGrowers Innovation Generation Conference, Perth

2016
AUSTRALIAN AGRICULTURE ROUNDTABLE CONFERENCE

SAVE THE DATE: 10 & 11 November 2016, Pullman Brisbane King George Square 


