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Each RDC is overseen by a skilled
and knowledgeable board which
incorporates industry experience. The
boards aim for balance in addressing
immediate and future needs, and
the delivery of positive impacts for
producers, communities and the
environment in line with agreed
strategic plans.
Industry and government are both
involved in the processes to identify
and establish funding priorities for the
RDCs. The combination of industry
contribution through funding and
priority-setting, coupled with ongoing
stakeholder engagement, provides for
strong ownership by producers and a
keen focus on delivery for the RDCs.
Engagement with industry and research
end-users increases the likelihood that
research will be well-targeted and
ultimately adopted.
Australian and international reviews
confirm that co-investment by
government and industry in rural
RD&E delivers substantial benefits,
and that the RDCs themselves have
strongly contributed to the success
of our rural industries. The policy
rationale for providing support for rural
research in Australia includes that:

• small producers are generally

unable to capture sufficient benefits
from self-funded R&D, leading to
under-investment particularly in
sectors with large numbers of small
enterprises
• the collection of compulsory levies
avoids free-riding by some on
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Industry contributes through levies
on production which are compulsory
once established under legislation, but
the existence and rate of the levy is
determined by industry. The Australian
Government also contributes funding,
and matches the RD&E levy up to
0.5% of the gross value of production
for the commodity involved. Some
industries, such as grains, have
elected to be levied at a rate higher
than the 0.5%. Others have voluntary
contribution mechanisms that enable
them to accept additional funds from
industry on a case by case basis.

Figure 1: Australian cotton yield.
R&D provided by others

• there are spill over benefits to

the wider community that are not
captured by the immediate industry.

For the Australian cotton industry, the
RDC model has proven to be a key
ingredient to growers being able to
successfully compete in a world where
more than 70% of cotton production
is directly subsidised by governments.
For example a 2002 study estimated
that RD&E investment in the cotton
industry’s plant breeding program up
to that time had produced an incredible
return of $86:1, or $5 billion, to the
industry and the nation. Australian
cotton yields are now averaging more
than three times the world average
(Figure 1).
The RDCs act as brokers positioned
between industry, government and
the research community, investing
strategically to address agreed industry
and government priorities. They engage
in every stage of the rural innovation
pipeline and operate as independent
investors in RD&E. The RDCs work
as an integrated funding arrangement
between industry and government,
reflecting the fact that rural industries
are socially, environmentally and
economically intertwined activities.
With the exception of Sugar Research
Australia, the RDCs do not undertake
R&D themselves. This allows them to
source expertise from a diverse range
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of providers to match skills, expertise
and capacity to rural sector priorities.
These research partnerships are with
organisations such as state and territory
governments, CSIRO, Bureau of
Meteorology, universities and a range
of private consultancies.
Total annual rural R&D funding in
Australia is estimated to be in excess
of $3 billion, with public and private
sources each accounting for around
half the expenditure. Collectively,
the RDCs invest approximately
$600 million each year in rural RD&E;
which means that RDCs are the
largest industry innovation program in
Australia and the third-largest source
of competitive research funds after the
National Health and Medical Council
and the Australian Research Council.

Collaboration
Nevertheless, whilst benefits from
end-user focused investment in rural
RD&E are readily evidenced, a lack
of ‘collaboration’ (as measured by
co-investment in research into crosssectoral issues by RDCs) has long been
considered a contentious issue.
Whereas RDCs and research partners
have established ways to improve
knowledge-sharing and coordination to
avoid duplication, the identification of
adoptable cross-sectoral collaboration
research outcomes has proven to be
much more difficult and resource
consuming. In part this is not
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This research led to and has
underpinned the cotton industry’s
widely adopted myBMP (Best
Management Practices) program,
and delivered significant reductions
in pesticide movement off-farm
(Figure 2). MyBMP has helped deliver
a responsible Australian cotton industry
that is today regarded as maintaining
the world’s best practices and is seen as
a model for change by other sectors of
Australian agriculture.
The second collaborative research
effort started in 1994 when the National
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Figure 2:	Endosulfan concentrations in the Namoi River.
NSW Department of Land and Water Conservation.
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For the cotton sector two, key early
R&D collaborations have strongly
influenced the industry and its ongoing
approach to research and production.
The first was in 1993 – Land and
Water Resources RDC, CRDC and the
Murray-Darling Basin Commission
established a research program called
‘Minimising the Impact of Pesticides
on the Riverine Environment’. This
research, conducted some 26 years ago,
focused on the impact pesticides had
on the river systems and how best to
minimise contamination and run-off to
the natural environment.
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The first well-documented example
of RDC collaboration is the Climate
Variability in Agriculture Program
(CVAP) which was established in 1992.
Then headed up by the Land and Water
Resources RDC, this collaborative
work continues today through the
Managing Climate Variability Program
(MCVP) hosted by Meat & Livestock
Australia (MLA) with RDC partners
AgriFutures, Sugar Research Australia,
Cotton RDC and Grains RDC. CVAP
and MCVP have also been important
precursors to the current Climate
Research Strategy for Primary
Industries with its 22 partners.

0.18
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surprising, given the emphasis placed
on addressing end-user research needs
within each sector and the yawning
differences between rural industries,
regions and production systems,
markets and financial returns. And yet,
contrary to popular wisdom, crossRDC collaborative arrangements have
been a feature of the RDC world since
the very beginning.

Figure 3:	Australian cotton industry water use efficiency.
Program for Irrigation Research and
Development was established, later
to become the National Program for
Sustainable Irrigation (NPSI). At one
time the program had 15 collaborative
partners across government and
industry sectors, and was responsible
for improved irrigation scheduling and
application techniques. The program
finished in June 2012 and assisted
a range of irrigation enterprises –
such as rice, grain, cotton (Figure
3), vegetables, tree fruits, nuts,
grapes, sugar, dairying and livestock
production – reduce their water use
by up to 40% over the last 20 years
without loss of production.

New national approaches
Further evolution of collaboration
for rural R&D occurred in 2005,
when the then Primary Industries
Ministerial Council (PIMC) endorsed
the development of the National
Primary Industries RD&E Framework.
Its purpose is to facilitate greater
coordination among the governments,
CSIRO, RDCs, industry and university
sectors to improve the way they work
together and maximise net benefits to
Australia.
National RD&E strategies were
developed for the following primary
industry and cross-industry sectors:
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• beef, cotton, dairy, fisheries

and aquaculture, forests, grains,
horticulture, pork, poultry, sheep
meat, sugar, wine, wool, and new
and emerging industries

• animal biosecurity, animal welfare,
biofuels and bioenergy, climate
change and variability, food and
nutrition, plant biosecurity, soils
and water use in agriculture.

The cross-industry sector strategies
have been generally successful in
the difficult task of identifying and
prioritising research needs and aligning
sector interests which is essential to
cross-sectoral collaboration.
A further boost for cross-RDC
collaboration came with the Australian
Government’s Rural R&D for Profit
Program. This program started in
2014, and over eight years will make
$180 million in funds available to
supercharge cross-sector R&D.
Already the program has contributed
to major investments in projects such
as Accelerating Precision Agriculture
to Decision Agriculture (P2D),
Smarter Irrigation, and Biosecurity
Surveillance.

P2D is the first project of its kind
in the world: bringing together an
entire industry sector – including
all 15 RDCs – to take a national,
coordinated approach to driving digital
transformation. This project responds
to the global business challenge of how
to rapidly adjust to the digital age. Here
in Australia, the agricultural sector has
joined forces through the P2D project
to tackle this challenge head-on.
Cotton is a leading industry user of
digital technologies in agriculture,
and CRDC has led the P2D project
on behalf of all the RDCs. Australian
cotton growers are the most connected
on-farm and are early adopters of the
Internet of Things technology. Equally
cotton producers are also the least
satisfied. The adoption of technology
on farms and across industry valuechains comes with complexity that
this project sought to understand.
Highlighted barriers include a lack of
critical connectivity infrastructure, and
a generally low level of digital literacy
and skill within industry.
The purpose of the P2D project
has been threefold: to facilitate the
development of digital technology in
Australian agriculture; to foster the
establishment of appropriate legal
frameworks, data systems and access
to critical datasets; and to identify the
data communications systems required
to deliver the benefits of digital
agriculture to the farm and agribusiness
sectors.
Analysis through the project shows
that with better support and delivery
digital agriculture could unlock
opportunities worth $20.3 billion for
Australian agriculture, a 25% increase
on production from 2014–15. You
can read more about this and other
key findings in the summary report
‘Accelerating precision agriculture to
decision agriculture: Enabling digital
agriculture in Australia’. This report
and a series of detailed technical
reports can be found on the Australian
Farm Institute and CRDC websites.
Still, Australia lags behind international
competitors in utilising data and digital
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advancements. To lift our game we will
need leadership, new data policy, the
development of digital strategies and
investment in data assets and digital
literacy.
The research shows that we have
much work to do to bring Australian
primary producers fully into this fourth
industrial revolution, and the P2D
project puts the sector on the front foot
as a whole through its collaborative
approach. The RDCs are committed
to continue working together in
collaboration with government in
delivering the benefits of digital
agriculture to producers.

A powerful tool
Collaboration is a powerful tool and,
as the past and recent project examples
demonstrate, issues of shared strategic
importance will bring all RDCs and
other industry participants together.
Of note the RDCs have established
three new pathways to support
increased cross-sectoral co-investment
in recent years, including:

• The Council of RDCs collaboration
forum to facilitate communication,
planning, measurement and
reporting of collaboration activity.

• AgriFutures Emerging National

Rural Issues Program to drive
identification, prioritisation and
RD&E investment in issues such
as trade policy, markets, animal
welfare, technology, workplace
health and safety, building capacity.

• Plant Biosecurity Research

Initiative to drive identification,
prioritisation and cross-sectoral
RD&E for Australia’s plant
biosecurity system.

From simple knowledge-sharing and
learning, through to increasingly
large multi-party co-investment
programs that cut across industry
and regional boundaries, the RDCs
are adapting their business strategy
for collaboration. Positively, RDC
involvement in cross-sectoral research
initiatives minimises the risk of
conducting publicly funded research

Feature 5
that is not focused on end-user needs or
its adoption.
For CRDC this endeavour has
supported a doubling of cross-sectoral
research in the last five years to now
some 40% of its annual investment
portfolio. This delivers better results
for levy and tax payers. We have
aligned with a strategy to grow and
diversify our research partnerships
in order to engage with new ideas,
talent and capacity within the public
and commercial sectors, domestically
and internationally. Our strategy to
increase private-sector engagement
also responds to the circumstance of
increasing pressure on government
budgets and resources for funding of
public research.

Innovation
Research and innovation go hand in
hand. With really strong foundations in
research and technology adoption, the
CRDC and the cotton industry are well
placed to take advantage of emerging
opportunities. A key opportunity now
upon us is the revolution underway
with new technologies that are being
applied across physical, digital and
biological spheres.

Breakthroughs are occurring
in robotics, big data, artificial
intelligence, biotechnology, 3D
printing, automation, blockchain and
the Internet of Things, fundamentally
changing production, supply chain
and management systems. This is now
certainly the case for agriculture. More
than $3 billion was invested globally in
agtech in 2017.
The investment in agtech is coming
from global agribusinesses like
Monsanto, Bayer, John Deere, and
Bosch, as well as through a strong
start-up business community. Climate
Corp, Blue River Technology, and
Indigo Ag have emerged from this
environment. In fact, start-ups are now
a worldwide phenomenon, with Silicon
Valley joined by major entrepreneurial
centres in most countries. In Australia
we have seen a rapid rise in the number
of start-ups and support systems for
them. Accelerators, incubators and
venture capitalists are all seeking to
play a role in enabling successful new
technology products and services.
CRDC began exploring the potential
of entrepreneurial skills and the
capacity of start-ups in 2016. Since
then we have invested in a number of
pilot projects to experiment and learn.
We’ve run start-up bootcamps to train
our staff and researchers, and have
supported 20 start-up teams through
this training in partnership with start-up
experts, X-Lab. We have invested in
FluroSat, an agtech start-up focused
on helping growers understand cotton
crop nitrogen status. FluroSat emerged
through a mentoring program with
X-Lab. This year we have sponsored
participants in the AgCatalyst
international exchange and the MIT
Bootcamp which involved more
than 100 talented participants at the
Queensland University of Technology
(QUT) in Brisbane.
CRDC will continue to grow agtech
investments through novel products,
imagery analytics, sensors and
automation technology, addressing
production, processing and biosecurity
challenges. Beyond P2D, CRDC
is working with QUT to data-mine

the 1400 research projects in our
publication library. This extensive
research library undoubtably holds
many insights on industry sustainability
and productivity. We are also doing
a seminal piece of work to map all
the decision points within cotton
production and the supply chain, with
the goal of identifying and collecting
all of the data needed to improve key
decisions.
Most recently CRDC has partnered
with NSW Department of Primary
Industries, SparkLabs and Hort
Innovation to create The GATE (Global
Ag-Tech Ecosystem), a collaborative
research and technology facility to
support start-ups and fast-track the
development and adoption of agtech.
In addition, CRDC has partnered
with X-Lab and the Australian Cotton
Conference to deliver Start-up Alley
at this year’s event: a new initiative
to showcase 12 innovative start-ups
to the cotton industry, and to give
them the chance to pitch their novel
ideas and innovations to a panel of
experts, including Queensland Chief
Entrepreneur and Shark Tank investor,
Steve Baxter.
Our RDC colleagues are actively
exploring similar innovation
opportunities. Meat & Livestock
Australia is leading the way in
terms of the scale and scope of its
investments in on-farm and supply
chain innovation, and AgriFutures
Australia will be hosting the
inaugural Asia-Pacific region agtech
conference through the evokeAG
event in Melbourne next February.
In addition, CRDC and other RDCs
are also applying the learnings of
entrepreneurship internally to improve
the speed and likelihood of bringing
new R&D-based products and services
to the market.
For CRDC these seeds are informing
a new innovation strategy, and we
see potential to further accelerate and
magnify the benefits of RD&E. What
if we could create powerful synergies
between the 28 years of knowledge
and capacity developed through RDC
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investment in world-leading research,
with our public research partners and
harness the emerging private sector
with their energy and focus on creating
new business products and services
around agtech?
That combination of diverse thinking,
skills and resources has huge
potential to unlock new opportunities
and resolve big challenges facing
Australian agriculture and cotton.
Creating alignment of incentives
across these different organisational
cultures to achieve increased agility,
customer and impact focus will be
critical; as will concerted leadership
and support for change, including
training, new processes and resources
to develop capacity and build trust for
all involved.
This strategic awareness and
experience has strongly informed the
future direction for technology-based
solutions and innovation opportunities
within CRDC’s new Strategic RD&E
Plan 2018–23, which came into effect
on 1 July.
The plan is unashamedly ambitious.
Our aim is to contribute to creating
$2 billion in additional gross value
of cotton production – for the benefit
of Australian cotton growers and
the wider community – through our
investments in RD&E over the next
five years. To help achieve this,
cotton growers and the Australian

Government will co-invest $125
million into cotton RD&E over the five
years in collaborative projects with
over 100 research partners.
This investment will be split across the
five key focus areas of the Plan:

• increasing productivity and

profitability on Australian cotton
farms

• improving cotton farming

sustainability and value chain
competitiveness

• building the adaptive capacity of the
Australian cotton industry

• strengthening partnerships and
adoption

• driving RD&E impact.
The Plan recognises that new
technologies and the industry’s ability
to innovate will help drive increased
productivity and profitability. Our
investments in RD&E under this Plan
will ensure that the cotton industry
benefits from the development
and adaption of transformative
technologies, and that cotton growers
are supported to increase their onfarm use of digital and emerging
technologies.
Our investments will also strengthen
the science and innovation capacity
of Australian cotton, ensuring we’re
strategically ready for a changing
and digital future. We will tap into
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the depth and diversity of industry
knowledge and ability to unearth
opportunities for problem solving
and innovation, and we will provide
opportunities to develop and advance
innovation skills. And, our investments
in strategic foresighting will enable our
industry to be prepared for possible
future eventualities.
These investments – combined with
internal innovation to ensure CRDC
is fit for purpose now and into the
future – will help us maximise
the opportunities afforded by the
agricultural technology revolution, and
deliver better outcomes faster through
RD&E.
Bruce Finney is the Executive
Director of the Cotton Research and
Development Corporation. He has
extensive experience in the agricultural
research and corporate agriculture in
management and agronomy roles in
Australia and in an advisory role in
Argentina. Bruce is a member of the
Agriculture Senior Officials Research
and Innovation Committee, the Council
of Rural RDCs Executive Committee
and a board member of The GATE
(Global Ag-Tech Ecosystem). He is a
past member of the Advisory Board
Qld DAF program on Agricultural
Robotics at QUT, Chair of the
Australian Cotton Growers Research
Association and Director of the Cotton
Catchment Communities CRC and the
Irrigation Association of Australia.

EVIDENCE MEETS EMOTION
Creating robust agricultural policy

Australian Farm Institute Agriculture Roundtable
16th October 2018 – 9 am to 10 pm | National Gallery of Australia, Canberra

How do you temper emotion with facts to have a constructive
discussion that leads to good ag policy outcomes?

Day sessions 9–5 pm

The Australian Agriculture Roundtable will put forward the
proposition that agricultural policy must be evidence-based,
not emotion-driven, featuring a range of speakers who will
talk about why that may not be as easy or as obvious as it
sounds, and what agriculture needs to do to ensure that policy
development is rational and workable.

* Opening Keynote: TBA

The Agriculture Roundtable will be held in Canberra this year to
coincide with a range of events:

* Ag Statistics

Panel discussions:
* Animal Welfare
* Environmental Policy
* Trust

Rural & Ag Focus Week in Canberra 15–18th October:
* AgriFutures Rural Women’s Awards Dinner: Monday 15th
* Farmer of the Year Awards lunch: Tuesday 16th
* AFI Australian Agriculture Roundtable: Tuesday 16th
* National Farmers’ Federation Congress: Wednesday &
Thursday 17–18th
* Australian Rural Leadership Foundation Gala: Thursday 18th

Evening discussion 5:30–10 pm
(cocktails, grazing & networking)

RIGHT TO FARM
What degree of influence should
a community have on its food
production systems?

www.farminstitute.org.au
The AFI Australian Agriculture Roundtable is an open forum for those with an interest in Australian
agricultural policy. For more information or partnership enquiries, contact Events & Communications
Officer Kate Trotter at trotterk@farminstitute.org.au
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Are the RDCs still relevant?
Alongside the future direction of the
agricultural innovation system, the
PIRD Act must also evolve to allow
for efficient operation of contemporary
RDCs.

Garry Goucher

David McKeon

Principal Consultant
Garry Goucher & Associates

Chief Executive Officer

Q1.	Is the Primary Industries
Research and Development
Act 1989 (which established
the Rural Research and
Development Corporations)
still relevant in 2018?

Garry Goucher

The PIRD Act remains an elegant
response to the persistent commercial
disincentive that causes agricultural
producers to under-invest in valuable
research and development (R&D).
Producers are discouraged from
investing in research when it would
lead to new knowledge or innovations
that cannot be restricted to only those
who contribute to the research or pay
for information (eg biological controls
such as calici virus to control rabbits,
or knowledge that in a given soil type
deep ripping will improve crop yields).
Under the PIRD Act, compulsory
levies compel agricultural producers
to contribute to R&D for the industry,
and in return the community also
contributes an equal amount (up to a
specified limit) as a payment for the
research benefits that spill over to the
wider community, for example more
non-farm jobs, cheaper and safer
food and improved environmental
outcomes. These two fundamentals of
the PIRD Act – compelling producers
to contribute to R&D and matching
levy payments with a community

GrainGrowers
contribution – are as relevant today as
they were in 1989.
However, while the fundamentals
are sound, there are matters of
governance, structure, transparency
and administration where there is room
for revision and improvement.

David McKeon

The importance of strong R&D and
its widespread adoption into farming
practices remains crucial to agriculture
and the broader community to achieve
sustainable economic, social and
environmental outcomes.
The PIRD Act still provides the
regulatory framework for five Research
and Development Corporations
(RDCs) and is therefore vitally
necessary in the short term. It has
provided a strong base for research,
development and extension (RD&E)
which is the envy of the world.
Australia needs to ensure its RD&E
model continues to deliver excellence
and drive innovation. Looking to the
future, the strategic imperative for
agricultural innovation and sustainable
production systems should set the
agenda and be the driving force when
considering the most appropriate future
RD&E delivery model. However, we
must be open-minded and consider a
variety of delivery modes – changing
structures will deliver little unless there
is a clear overarching strategy.
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While the PIRD Act helped provide
the base framework for the early
establishment of the RDCs almost
30 years ago, we have since seen
most of the corporations transition to
an industry-owned company (IOC)
model, guided by industry specific
legislation instead of the PIRD Act.
While the PIRD Act has undergone
a few amendments since this time to
allow greater flexibility, many of these
changes came after major industries
(wool, meat, dairy, horticulture) moved
to an IOC model. We must continue
to look at how to provide greater
flexibility to allow RDCs to deliver
more value for industry.
It is also important to note that many
of the current challenges that constrain
operations of the statutory RDCs
are due to the Public Governance
Performance and Accountability
(PGPA) Act, or government directives,
rather than the PIRD Act.

Q2.	Levy payers have oversight
of the way levies are spent
through the legislated RDC/
Representative Organisations
relationships. Is this system
of checks and balances
adequate to ensure the
RDCs meet farmers’ needs?

Garry Goucher

From the outset the role of
representative organisations (ROs)
and the arrangements for oversight of
RDCs was a pragmatic compromise
that does not stand up as a model of
good governance.
Rightly, many producers question
why an RDC is required to consult
with and to report an RO rather than
directly to levy payers. Worse, some
ROs are peak councils that do not
have direct farmer membership at all.

In my view 9
Under current arrangements both for
IOCs and RDCs, a producer’s voting
strength and oversight is unrelated
to the amount of their R&D levy
payments.
On each occasion when governments
have reviewed the RDCs the response
has been to paternalistically introduce
more requirements for RDCs to
report to government or respond to
government directives.
It is high time that governance and
oversight arrangements for RDCs and
the research functions of IOCs were
revised to redress the initial exclusion
of levy payers from governance
arrangements, and to reflect changes
that have occurred since their creation
including:

• Since 1989 governments have

sanctioned the transfer of RDC
functions in several industries to
larger, more diversified IOCs.

• Recent experiences elsewhere

in the economy have shone a
spotlight on the importance of good
governance structures.

• Producers are now more aware of

the importance of R&D and how it
contributes to their business

David McKeon

To establish or amend a levy, the role
of industry representative bodies is
comprehensive and has significant
control within the Levy Principles and
Guidelines. However, once a levy is
established, the role of the RO drops
away significantly. This does raise
legitimate questions around whether
adequate checks and balances are in
place.
It is important to remember that the
role of an RO within the PIRD Act
is not actually one of oversight but
one of consultation. This does differ
for the IOCs, which have a variety of
oversight and consultation mechanisms
from legislation through to Memoranda
of Understanding. Given the
significant contribution of levy funds,
with around a 60:40 split of industry
levies to government contributions, it

is reasonable that the farmers paying
the levies have adequate engagement
mechanisms to ensure they have a fair
say about how their levies are spent.
However, this can be done in a number
of ways, and farmer input into project
funding (through such mechanisms as
the Grains Research and Development
Corporation Panels and Regional
Cropping Solutions Networks) is also
of critical importance, in addition to
the strategic RO and RDC relationship.
Of more concern is the Statutory
Funding Agreement (SFA) between
the government and the RDC, which
is developed to the exclusion of the
RO. The development of such an
instrument to the exclusion of the
major funding partner does seem
inconsistent with the partnership
approach of the model. It would be
reasonable for active engagement
between the government and the RO in
the development of SFAs.

Q3.	The Productivity
Commission Review of 2011
recommended changes to
ensure ‘better value for the
community’ is delivered from
government contributions to
RDCs. Do you agree, and
does the current RDC model
facilitate that outcome?

Garry Goucher

It is too easy to take the Productivity
Commission’s recommendations out
of context. The Commission reiterated
that returns from rural R&D are very
high – from 48% to 68% per annum
on the Commission’s own estimates –
and also acknowledged the spillover
of benefits to other industries and the
wider community. Recommendations
directed at achieving ‘better value for
the community’ have to be considered
against a background in which the
community is already obtaining
exceptionally good value from its
investment and that improvement
in the value to the community will
necessarily be marginal.
Some of the Commission’s
recommendations would likely

be positive, others less so. The
proposal for a new RDC (Rural
Research Australia) to undertake
non-industry specific, productivityenhancing rural R&D was an implicit
acknowledgement of the gap left by
the government’s abolition of Land
and Water Australia (LWA) in 2011.
LWA was heavily focussed on nonindustry specific R&D that delivered
high community benefits.
On the other hand, the proposal to
halve the limit on matching public
funding to 0.25% of GVP and reduce
public funding above that level to
20 cents per dollar of grower funds
would likely result in reduced levy
contributions and less research. The
proposal would likely lead to nonagricultural industries and the wider
community ‘free-riding’ on rural R&D
by contributing proportionally less
to the cost of the R&D than the share
of the benefits that spill over to other
industries and consumers.
The suggestion that an ‘additionally’
criteria be applied to selection of R&D
projects would be hard for RDCs to
interpret, and even harder to assess the
degree of compliance.

David McKeon

Can the current RDC model facilitate
more outcomes for community? Yes.
Should this see a separation of
objectives and come at the expense of
farm performance? No.
RDCs work as an integrated funding
arrangement between industry and
government because rural industries
deliver activities which are socially,
environmentally and economically
intertwined, and deliver public and
private benefits. Trying to separate
the direction and management of
industry and government funds
into silos is a misconception of the
operating environment and will lead
to suboptimal outcomes for both. A
reductionist approach which suggests
the economic, environment and social
elements can be dealt with separately
as individual components will fail.
Pursuing aligned industry performance
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10 In my view
and community outcomes through a
systems approach, which is achievable
within the current model, will most
certainly lead to a more progressive
outcome and limit the perverse effects
of silo operations.
Further, we also need to consider
where investment will drive the future
success of Australian agriculture.
A successful Australian agricultural
sector is underpinned by strong
individual farm businesses. While
these businesses (many of which are
mixed farming with both cropping
and livestock enterprises) need to
have a sound structure and be able
to make sound enterprise selection
decisions for their business. The bulk
of the innovations that will accelerate
performance and profitability into
the future are commodity – and even
management – system specific. We
must continue to allocate sufficient
investment to drive both incrementally
and to step-change enhancements to
these farming businesses.
Rather than establishing new entities
to undertake cross-sectoral and
public good RD&E (as proposed by
the Productivity Commission), we
should look at a variety of carrots (eg
Rural R&D for Profit) and sticks (eg
reporting obligations in line with rural
R&D priorities) to encourage a greater
level of dual industry and public good
outcomes from RDCs. Getting the
balance right between funding sources
and beneficiaries is an ongoing task
which requires regular adjustment
alongside industry evolution.
The RDC model has the capacity to
cope and can deliver because the issue
is strategic and not structural. The
questions that need to be answered are
‘what is community value?’ and ‘how
is achieving this different to what is
being delivered now?’

Q4.	Does the current level of
collaboration between the
RDCs and private enterprise
deliver the best possible
outcomes for farmers?

Garry Goucher

In my opinion there is no strong
evidence for a view that RDCs
are missing out on worthwhile
opportunities to collaborate with
the private sector. In my experience
RDCs are not shy about looking for
additional investment dollars to stretch
their funding budget, but the scope for
private companies to undertake R&D
is constrained to where the investor
can obtain a commercial return. There
are relatively few opportunities where
there is a mix of public and private
returns that warrant shared public and
private investment. Then, obtaining
agreement with a private contributor
on how the commercial returns will be
shared is also far from easy.
It must also be considered that
collaboration with private investors
often requires a degree of commercial
confidentiality. This raises difficulties
with governance and transparency in
how an RDC is investing both grower
and public funds.
Collaboration among RDCs has also
had a chequered past, so much so that
government inserted specific directions
in the RDC funding agreements and
an additional direct government
funding injection to encourage
RDCs to collaborate more broadly
with each other on fields of obvious
cross-industry R&D interest, such
as irrigation management, pasture
productivity and weed management.

David McKeon

For many years, policy-makers
have discussed the need to increase
private R&D investment in Australian
agriculture. While there have been
some major breakthroughs in recent
years, such as GRDC’s $45 million
partnership with Bayer to tackle the
problem of herbicide-resistant weeds,
we must continue to explore further
ways to enhance collaboration and
investment in Australian R&D. If we
are not more proactive in this space,
we risk being left behind in favour of
the larger agricultural markets with
lower barriers to participation.
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When compared globally, Australia
is not a large market for agricultural
inputs and services. We must therefore
be smarter and more innovative in the
way we attract capital and knowledge
into our rural RD&E system. Our
systems must evolve to attract and
remove barriers for key elements such
as blue-sky research, applied research
and commercialisation. Through
careful application of the RDC model,
which harnesses the collective effort
of farmers and government, we
have a real opportunity to enhance
collaboration with RDCs and private
enterprise. If we are not active in this
space, Australian farmers will be left
behind on the global innovation curve,
compounding the effects of heavily
subsidised competitors who operate
in relatively rich environmental and
climatic conditions.
The Australian rural RDC model is the
envy of our global farming competitors
and peers – we must continue to
enhance it in a way that keeps
Australian farmers ahead of the curve.
These enhancements must be driven by
an open-minded and forward-thinking
farm sector, not government officials
looking to save a penny at the expense
of a strong contemporary Australian
farm sector and successful Australian
economy.
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Determining the right to farm
Lucy Darragh
As resources become scarce and
society’s expectations more diverse
and demanding, it is inevitable that
social licence issues will become both
more difficult and more important.1

Society should determine the right to
farm – it’s a controversial statement
in the ongoing discussion about
the interface between the realities
of farming and public expectations
about the acceptability of production
practices.
The introduction or amendment of
legislation that would effectively result
in specific ‘terms’ to describe the
acceptability of agricultural production
and related practices poses some
concerns for producers. This is because
these terms, described as a social
licence to operate (SLO) or ‘the right to
farm’, tend to be driven by factors that
don’t necessarily reflect the realities
of farming, such as pressures from
property development markets, and
increasingly outspoken communities
with often conflicting ideas on
agricultural practice and land use.
For agriculture, conventional
definitions of the SLO hinge on the
notion of an unwritten social contract
that is reflective of the relationship
and values shared between food
and fibre producers and the broader
non-producer public.2 This social
contract provides freedom for farmers
to operate their businesses without
extensive regulation or government
controls. However, issues associated
with climate variability, natural
resource management, land-use
practice and animal welfare – as well
as the widening range of stakeholders
and commentators with varying and
divergent views on acceptable practice
– have led to conflict over the terms
of the SLO.
1 Williams, J & Martin, P (2011), Defending the
social licence of farming: issues, challenges
and new directions for agriculture, CSIRO
Publishing.
2 Bray, H (2015), Sharing the table: a workshop
exploring agriculture’s social licence to operate,
University of Adelaide.

The political landscape related to
agriculture and its social licence
become increasingly complex over
the past 20 years and instances of
SLO evolution abound. For example,
in 2004, the Australian wool industry
responded to an aggressive campaign
against mulesing led by the People
for the Ethical Treatment of Animals
(PETA), vowing to invest in research
that would allow mulesing to be
voluntarily phased out. In 2014
however, key members of the sheep
industry abandoned this commitment
following the success of longer-term
research, breeding, grower education
and improved practices in the use
of pain relief products. To date,
government and industry investment
in mulesing alternatives has exceeded
$26 million.
The temporary live export ban of cattle
from Australia to Indonesia in June
2011, and the calls for a similar ban
on sheep exports earlier this year, are
other examples of an evolving SLO.
While negative effects of the 2011 ban
are still being felt by some producers,
there have also been positive
ramifications for the industry, such as
improved animal welfare standards
(particularly in the importing country).
Livestock producers are facing an
increasing challenge in the trend away
from policies that focus on improving
agronomic practice and animal
welfare,3 towards those more closely
associated with animal protectionism4
– an issue for which the political
response in Australia is less readily
explained or understood. Additional
3 The ethical imperative and social expectation
that any use of animals for the benefit of
humans should minimise suffering of the
animals involved; related to health and
wellbeing, extending beyond survival to the
quality of an animal’s life (DAWR).
4 Animal protectionism is a position within
animal rights theory that favours incremental
change in pursuit of non-human animal
interests. It is contrasted with abolitionism, the
position that human beings have no moral right
to use animals, no matter how the animals are
treated (Wikipedia).

challenges are imposed by changing
consumer attitudes and media/
marketing influences, which provide
new opportunities to agriculture yet
simultaneously erode its SLO.
Genetic modification, technologybased inputs, natural resource
management, land use and biosecurity
are some of the most vigorously
debated issues alongside animal
welfare in the context of an SLO.
Social pressures stemming from these
issues have in one way or another,
influenced a licence to operate through
legislated requirements. These
instances, among others, include
the Blackmore’s Wagyu Beef case
in 2015, the Queensland vegetation
management laws introduced in May,
and – although not directly related
to agricultural production – the
Kosciusko Wild Horse Heritage
Bill 2018 in June. These cases serve
as recent examples of the extent to
which political influence and public
perception has trumped science-based
evidence in Australia’s policysetting environment, comprising the
agricultural SLO.
There is a widening gap between
society’s expectations and the practical
realities of farming, leading to the
question of whether or not society
should determine the right to farm.
As production practices and society’s
knowledge and expectations regarding
agriculture continue to evolve, so too
will agriculture’s SLO. The challenge
lies in whether these factors will lead
to ongoing conflict, or whether (as in
the past) farming practice and societal
expectations will become more closely
aligned.
The AFI’s John Ralph Essay
competition is exploring
agriculture’s SLO with the topic:
Society should determine the
right to farm. Entries close
September 3rd, apply online.
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China’s ‘digital journey’ into high value markets
Anne Laurie
The 2018 Australian Farm Institute
mid-year conference (Digital Farmers:
Bringing AgTech to Life) featured
an impressive talk on the rich digital
ecosystem in China and the power of
the Chinese consumer. Sharing insights
from their own experiences in the
Chinese market, James Hutchinson
and Tyler Ye (founders and operators
of distribution business James Tyler
Fine Foods) gave a fascinating insight
into the incredible opportunity for
Australian agriculture in China.
James (pictured) and Tyler impressed
upon the audience that fresh food
is becoming the ‘new luxury item
in China’, however in order for
Australian agriculture to become
a supplier of luxury goods, there
needs to be a deep understanding of
the consumer market and the unique
digital opportunities to connect to the
consumer in China.
China has a very segmented consumer
market, and the opportunities that
James and Tyler highlighted all exist
at the high end or ‘high speed’ part of

the market. The ‘high speed’ consumer
market consists of upper middle-class
and affluent households, and makes up
the bulk of active online shoppers. It
is projected that the number of ‘high
speed’ households will rise from 81
million today to 142 million in 2020
and be responsible for 90% of the
increase in consumption over this
period.1
Demand has also been sparked by
the move to a more digital lifestyle,
with the shopping experience and
buying habits of the Chinese consumer
characterised by exploration and
discovery. A range of digital consumer
trends have emerged as a result – from
mobile and social media use to new
e-commerce and online payment
services – creating a seamless and
convenient shopping experience.2
Online channels, unlike traditional
sales channels have their own demands
including instantaneous, smartphone
friendly, 24/7 customer service.
In 2017 there were 724 million mobile
phone users in China with 524 million
Chinese consumers making day-today purchases via mobile payment
and 84% of consumers using their
1 http://image-src.bcg.com/Images/BCG-Tale-ofTwo-Chinese-Consumers-June-2015_tcm5573889.pdf
2 http://www.nielsen.com/content/dam/
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mobile to shop (up from 71% in
2015). Widespread adoption of mobile
systems such as Alipay and WeChat
Wallet have facilitated stronger uptake
of mobile shopping.
The Chinese consumer is searching
for a unique and convenient online
shopping experience by taking a
‘digital journey’. The journey begins
when a customer enters an online
marketplace where they research
and discover products and make
transactions. It continues through to
post-purchase, where the satisfied
customer can share their experience
online, effectively becoming an
advocate for the brand or retailer.
Fresh food e-commerce is completely
reshaping the Chinese retail sector.
Customers purchase fresh food online,
with consumers in tier 1 and tier 2
(highly populated) cities expecting
delivery of the product within 30
minutes in some cases. China’s fresh
food e-commerce industry was worth
US$22 billion in 2017.3 E-commerce is
supported by significant developments
in China’s logistics infrastructure
which will help extend reach to lower
tier cities as 46 million of the total 81
million ‘high speed’ households are in
these areas.
3 http://www.xinhuanet.com/english/201802/05/c_136950818.htm

Discoveries

There are no signs of slowing demand
for premium Australian meats,
wine, dairy, fruit and vegetables
in China. A major selling point for
Australian goods is traceability, with
an increasing desire for the quality
and safety associated with Australian
producers. Often, the impeding factor
for Australian food exporters is that
SMEs (small to medium enterprises)
lack the resources, experience, and
market knowledge (particularly of
appropriate online platforms) required
for doing business in China.
A mix of well-established and new
digital platforms have a stronghold in
China. Big players in the e-commerce
market such as Alibaba and WeChat
have completely revolutionised the
online shopping experience. This is
positive news for Australian brands,
with Tmall announcing that Australian
brands are now the third most popular
import on the Alibaba platform,
trailing Japan and the United States.4
4 https://www.appsecurities.com.au/
public/4C696E636F6C6EFiles/Tmall%20
Global%20Consumer%20Report%202017.pdf

Other newer start-ups are emerging
out of China, taking advantage of a
more connected Chinese consumer.
Growing and trading your own meat
is one novel concept with a number
of platforms such as Yangyangla,5
Borderless Cattle6 and Emubao,7
offering Chinese meat consumers
ownership of their own animal.
Participants on these platforms have
the option of receiving the meat from
their own animal or trading the meat or
animal for cash.
The livestreaming craze is also big
business in China. Livestreaming
has been sparked by a growing
‘celebrity worship’ culture. Successful
examples of livestreaming platforms
include the likes of Youku, IQiYi
and Taobao. Alibaba’s Taobao Live,
one of China’s largest e-commerce
giants, has been particularly successful
in using livestreaming to promote
5 https://www.yangyangla.cn/home/
yx/?cj=yhq9405#a3
6 https://prwire.com.au/print/borderless-cattleaustralia-to-directly-connect-australian-cattleproducers-to-chinas-new-beef-sharing-economy
7 https://technode.com/2016/01/06/sheep-canhelp-startups-earn-money/
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products and generate sales. Credit
Suisse data reveals that in 2016
China’s livestreaming more than
doubled in size, with revenue of
almost $3 billion.8 From the Chinese
consumer point of view, considerable
attention is placed on product
safety, quality and authenticity.
Livestreaming provides the perfect
means to validate products.
The presentation made by James and
Tyler and their first-hand experience
of operating in the Chinese market
left no doubt about the opportunities
for Australian agriculture. The time is
certainly ripe for agriculture to profit
from the enormous appetite China has
for fresh Australian produce and from
the digital lifestyle that many Chinese
consumers so eagerly embrace.
Although China’s digital environment
is foreign to most and may seem
complicated to navigate, there is plenty
of room for Australian agriculture to
observe, appreciate and learn from the
unique digital dynamics in China today.
8 https://www.economist.com/specialreport/2017/02/09/chinas-new-craze-for-livestreaming
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14 Crossing the divide

Is the divide still dividing us?
Richard Heath
This is my first ‘Crossing the Divide’
article for the Farm Institute Insights
newsletter, which gave me pause to
think about the title of the segment
and its purpose. Of course, the title is a
reference to the Great Dividing Range,
the 3500 km-long complex of mountain
ranges stretching from the northeastern
tip of Queensland to the Grampians in
central Victoria. ‘Crossing the Divide’
has been a place to explore issues for
which people on either side of the
divide may have different opinions,
experience or understanding.
The divide has long acted not just as a
physical barrier between the thin strip
of land to the east and the rest of the
country, but also in a figurative sense
has been a delineator between the
city and the bush. Most of Australia’s
agriculture occurs west of the divide,
while most of Australia’s population
lives to the east. In a very general
sense when you ‘cross the divide’ you
are not just changing geography but
also perceptions of issues as they relate
to country or city residents.
It’s a nice play on words, but is
‘crossing the divide’ still a valid way
to describe attempts to bridge the gap
in understanding between farming and
urban communities? In a literal sense
it implies that there is only one divide,
and in a figurative sense that you need
to cross the Dividing Range to see
things differently. Perhaps both those

Figure 1:	Australian population density.
Source:

ideas are not quite as clear-cut as they
once were.
As Figure 1 illustrates, around 90%
of Australia’s population lives either
in the major capital cities or along
the eastern coast (east of the divide).
So, from a population density context
the Great Divide still acts as a wall
preventing population expansion
westwards. Does the divide also still
act as a barrier to understanding?
Many people living in highly urban
areas would now claim to be well
connected with agriculture, or at least
food production. Farmer’s markets,
urban community gardens and
rooftop farming are all increasing in
popularity and relate to this century’s
trend towards food with provenance
(at least in those areas that can afford
it). Programs such as MasterChef and
My Kitchen Rules combined with the
pervasive influence of social media are
also connecting urban consumers with
food origin stories much more readily.
So, through their interactions with
urban agriculture outposts, television
and social media, there are a growing
number of people in politically
influential electorates (densely
populated, geographically small, high
in number) who – rather than having
no opinion of agriculture – have a
strong vision of what agriculture
should look like.
It is then dangerous to assume that to
cross the divide and bridge a gap in
understanding, all you have to do is
fill an existing information vacuum.
Today’s urban consumers get plenty of
information about what happens west
of the divide; however, the information
they’re receiving may be more relevant
to a supermarket sales strategy or a
niche provenance story than it is to the
majority of farmers.
If ‘crossing the divide’ means telling
the whole story of Australian farmers
to our urban fringe, then this is where
it starts to get a bit more difficult.

https://grattan.edu.au/report/regional-patterns-maps/
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Agriculture used to be a lot more
homogeneous than it is today. You
could once be reasonably certain that
agricultural practice could be described
relatively consistently. Today,
agricultural practice is magnificently
diverse with multiple production
practices, business models and markets
utilised by an increasingly diverse
farming population.
Conventional, organic, biodynamic,
corporate, family, external investor, notill, cover cropping, genomic selection,
set stocking, rotational grazing, holistic,
collaborative farming, leasing. When
you are ‘crossing the divide’ today
you are just as likely to be bridging a
gap in understanding between groups
of farmers utilising different farming
practices as you are bridging the gap
in understanding between farmers and
urban communities.
This is by no means a bad thing.
Diversity is a strength that leads to
innovation and evolution. Diversity
in practice means that agriculture
is vibrant, interesting and resilient.
There is definitely no longer a single
divide between a set of established
farm practices (and the people that
practice them) and the rest of the
Australian population. Agriculture is
an increasingly diverse continuum of
practices and people.
So back to the question in the title; is
the divide still dividing us? I believe it
is too simplistic a notion to think of the
divide as a knowledge barrier with one
set of ideas on the west and another on
the east. What we have now is closer
to a melting pot of ideas and ideologies
that straddle the ranges all contributing
towards modern agriculture being
an exciting, innovative and diverse
industry. The impression held by
many living east of the divide – that
agricultural communities consist of
people doing the same things with the
same beliefs – is far from the truth.
This perhaps is one knowledge divide
that does still need to be crossed.

Upcoming
Farm policy
research
news 15

Australian and international farm policy news
Drought bites harder
With 99.8% of New South Wales in
drought or drought-affected and 57%
of Queensland drought-declared as
of July, worsening conditions across
the country are having a profound
impact on regional businesses and
communities.
During the past 14 months, the Bureau
of Meteorology has recorded belowaverage rainfall across NSW, central
Queensland, the north-west of Victoria
and into South Australia. Soil moisture
levels are below average across much
of Australia and rainfall deficiencies
are set to persist in both the east and
west.
Agribusiness leaders have warned the
entire agricultural supply chain will
now start to feel the grips of drought,
with farms at the base of a complex
value chain.
The NSW Government announced
an additional $500 million Drought
Emergency Relief Package on 30
July, including transport subsidies and
waiving of Local Land Services rates
and fixed water charges. A ministerial
drought meeting in Canberra with
the National Farmers’ Federation in
mid-July discussed farm management
deposit (FMD) offsets, subsidised
loans, better long-range forecasting,
research and development into new
drought-tolerant production systems
and building financial and mental
resilience. New president of NSW
Farmers, James Jackson, said earlier in
the month that government’s reaction
had been “underwhelming and late”.
Up to 15,000 farmers who are eligible
for the Farm Household Allowance
(FHA) have not yet applied. A
review of the FHA will be held soon,
noting calls for simplification of the
application process. Farmers can now
also receive an additional fourth year
of FHA assistance.
Under mounting political and
community pressure, many of the

major banks are extending support
measures and waiving penalty rates for
affected customers, including NAB, the
Commonwealth and ANZ.

Trade wars trigger US farm
bailout
The US Government plans to spend
$12 billion dollars to help farmers cope
with huge retaliatory tariff increases
from China over President Trump’s
self-proclaimed ‘trade war’.
US National Farmers Union President
Roger Johnson welcomed the aid but
said a long-term fix was needed: “we
cannot overstate the dire consequences
that farmers and ranchers are facing in
relation to lost export markets”.
The US government will provide
direct financial assistance to affected
farmers and buy up surplus agricultural
products for use in low-income food
assistance programs.
The National Farmers’ Federation said
the US subsidies will hurt droughtstricken Australian farmers who are
amongst the least subsidised in the
world, making agricultural exports
particularly vulnerable to the price
impacts of increased government
assistance in competitor nations.
President Trump has said he is ‘ready
to go’ with further tariffs on more than
$500 billion worth of Chinese goods.

AWI review shakes up
the flock
The independent performance and
governance review of Australian
Wool Innovation (AWI) conducted
by Ernst & Young (EY) has handed
down 82 recommendations for
change including: a 10-year board
cap; a greater skills-based board;
improvements in election and proxy
transparency; greater strategic
planning; stakeholder engagement,
and independent investigations into
breaches of code of conduct by current
board members.

Key directors were found to have
‘questionable independence based
on the number and materiality of
registered interests and length of
tenure’. The report noted that many
directors are both wool levy payers and
active players in the industry, creating
an ‘inherent conflict of interest’.
EY’s report found that several other
RDCs have amended their corporate
governance structures to introduce
greater independence and ability to
create a broader skills-based board.
AWI CEO Stuart McCullough said that
the company and board have a lot of
work to do to implement the changes
and that the board has ‘accepted
the recommendations and plan for
adoption’.

Dairy giant backs mandatory
code
Australia’s largest dairy processor
Saputo has backed the Australian
competition watchdog’s call for a
mandatory code of conduct for the
industry. Saputo said milk price
step-downs (and claw backs) should be
illegal, which could only be achieved
via a mandatory code enforced by the
Australian Competition and Consumer
Commission (ACCC).
The ACCC’s interim report from
its review of dairy industry pricing
and trading practices recommended
a mandatory code of conduct so
farmers were not left exposed to
disproportionate levels of risk if things
go wrong.
‘It’s been easy for the industry to
simply transfer the risk and the
uncertainty through to the farm level,’
ACCC Deputy Chair Mick Keogh said.
NSW Dairy Connect President Graham
Forbes said Saputo’s support for a code
meant processors had little choice now
but to follow suit, but United Dairy
Farmers of Victoria, concerned about
costs of a code being passed on to
farmers, are holding back support until
they have run a cost-benefit analysis.
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16 Institute activities

In the media
The Institute has featured strongly in media coverage in the
past few months, thanks largely to the successful Digital
Farmers mid-year conference, across issues including: rural
connectivity, the future face of agriculture, agtech adoption,
education, farmer health and the ripple effects of drought.
For links to the articles, visit our ‘AFI in the news’ web
page under the ‘News & Events’ dropdown menu:
www.farminstitute.org.au/news-and-events/newsroom
Social media engagement continues to rise, with the
conference hashtag #DigitalFarmers2018 trending in the
top three on Australian Twitter over June 13–14th. Across
June our Twitter feed collected 216,979 organic impressions
(ie views or clicks); 55,926 of those impressions were from
the two conference days alone, five times more than the
2017 mid-year conference (11,485 impressions over the
two days).

AFI Calendar 2018
RESEARCH

The impacts of energy costs on
the Australian agriculture sector

August

ESSAY

John Ralph Essay Competition

3 September

PUBLICATION

Farm Policy Journal
– Spring edition

Early September

EVENT

Australian Agriculture
Roundtable conference

16 October

PUBLICATION

Insights – November edition

Early November

RESEARCH

Risk management in Australian
agriculture

December

RESEARCH

Reinventing Australian
agricultural statistics

December

PUBLICATION

Farm Policy Journal
– Summer edition

Early December

The ‘Smoko’ video series continues to help boost
engagement rates, and has recently featured guests such as
Lisa Prassack (Digital and Innovation Strategist, Prassack
Advisors), Simon Fritsch (AgriPath), Andrew Spencer
(Australian Pork CEO and AFI Chair) and Matt Brand
(NSW Farmers CEO).
Recent Ag Forum blogs by Executive Director Richard
Heath have included:

• Respect scientific consensus
• Farm safety is all about attitude
Read these blogs online via the ‘Ag Forum’ tab, also under
the ‘News & Events’ menu.
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