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my help. Unmoved by our presence, 
she got up and the lamb started to feed. 

Thirty-seven years later I’m still 
here farming sheep, but the world 
is a very different place to that of 
my father and earlier generations. 
My grandfather pioneered the use of 
superphosphate and clover to improve 
sheep production; my father pioneered 
information tech – our house had a 
personal computer in 1980 on which 
Dad wrote Agrimaster – and oversaw 
the birth of objective measurement 
breeding. I’d like to think I’ve 
pioneered a more sustainable way to 
farm using both these innovations, but 
I think my greatest challenge will be 
to convince the public that farming 
animals is not wrong – that it is, in 
fact, as vital a part of society as it has 
been for 12,000 years.
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Why farmers must 
be involved in the 
animal welfare policy 
environment

Rob Egerton-Warburton – Director of RSPCA WA

Where we’ve come from
I come from a long line of livestock 
farmers – in particular, sheep farmers. 
I’m the seventh generation to farm 
in Western Australia (WA). My 
forebears arrived with the first ships 
bringing livestock to feed the Albany 
colony, driving north over the next six 
generations. The farm I now call my 
own was cleared by my father from the 
50s to the late 70s, and until I arrived 
home from college in 1995 had only 
ever run livestock.

Growing up, all I ever knew about 
the world of farming was sheep, like 
my father and his father before him. I 
remember pulling my first lamb from 
a ewe who was having trouble as if it 
were yesterday. I was nine years old 
and my mother stood over me giving 
instructions as the lamb came out with ►

Changing of the guard
Founding Executive Director 
Mick Keogh will leave the AFI 
on May 29th – the Board has 
appointed Richard Heath as 
his successor. More details 
on the back page.
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Some of the greatest gifts my parents 
gave me were an unquenchable thirst 
for knowledge and the idea that change 
is inevitable, so grab it with both hands 
and run with it. This attitude has led 
me to many valuable off-farm industry-
related experiences. I was a director of 
the Sheep Cooperative Research Centre 
(CRC) from 2005–12, completed 
a Nuffield Scholarship in 2010 and 
was the inaugural chair of the Sheep 
Industry Leadership Council from 
2011–16. For the past year I have been 
on the board of the RSPCA of WA. 
It’s the experiences of these 12 years 
that will form the basis of this article: 
I won’t be mounting an academic 
argument on why it’s important farmers 
are involved in animal welfare policy, 
but one from personal experience.

Who are we now
Prior to my generation, almost 
everyone I knew was involved in 
farming. My father’s siblings were all 
farmers and my grandparents still lived 
on the farm. My mother who came 
from the city spent the holidays on her 
cousins’ farm. Mum’s brother managed 
a research station for the Agriculture 
Department. Even distant cousins all 
had a link to agriculture and would 
often visit the farm.

However, few people of the generation 
I grew up with remained involved in 
the sector. Of the 30 students in my 
Year 7 class, just four of us are farming 
and almost everyone else lives in a city. 
Of my family, I am the only one still 
farming. My parents and siblings live 
in Perth and rarely visit the farm. 

In the past 30 years we have moved 
from a semi-agrarian culture where 
everyone was only one generation 
away from a farm, to an urbanised 
culture where (due in part to 
immigration and generational shift) 
few people know anyone working in 
agriculture. 

The current WA sheep industry is 
export dominated, with 80% of 
the meat product and 100% of the 
wool exported. Of the state’s sheep 
production, 70% is produced by 30% 
of the farmers. This equates to about 

500 WA farmers with serious skin in 
the game. The question is: how can 
just 500 farmers have any influence 
on the current or next generation of 
consumer? Why should the consumer 
even care?

The rest of the world
On my Nuffield travels in 2010 one 
thing became abundantly clear to me: 
food (and its safe supply) dominates 
global politics. 

In the United States it’s all about 
affordability, with the aim of keeping 
the national food budget capped at no 
more than 4–8% of wages. This allows 
more to be spent on major consumables 
like TVs and cars, which are the real 
driver of the US economy. Agriculture 
is regulated through subsidies and 
farmers are protected. 

In the European Union under the CAP 
(common agricultural policy) farmers 
are given grants to help them meet 
environmental and welfare policy 
where the actions are detrimental 
to income, eg to plant strips of 
wildflowers for butterflies or build a 
bigger barn to meet new regulations for 
wintering stock. As an example, when I 
was in Wales the parliament debated a 
bill to subsidise farmers to keep cattle 
locked in barns year-round to help 
the Welsh government meet their 3% 
methane reduction goals. It didn’t pass.

In South America I finally understood 
the importance of food from a global 
perspective. I was travelling with a 
young sheep researcher who had spent 
two years studying in Australia. He 
was surprised by the food choices 
available and the rise of the anti-
genetic modification (GM) movement 
he had witnessed. In comparison, just 
having enough food to eat three times a 
day was something only his generation 
has enjoyed. Prior generations were 
never certain of regular meals, as 
agriculture was subsistence and low 
tech. Agricultural improvement was 
the government’s number one priority, 
and he could not understand why 
Australians would shun the technology 
that provides a sustainable food supply. 

It was such a contrast to return home to 
a nation of such abundance that even 
if the whole country suffered the worst 
drought in 100 years, there would still 
be plenty of food – and people would 
still be protesting about animal welfare 
and GM crops.

When good intentions 
go bad
Before spending the past year on the 
RSPCA WA Board, the definition of 
animal welfare was not something 
I’d ever had reason to question much. 
However, it seems that my definition as 
a farmer is very different to that arrived 
at by people from other backgrounds. 

It all comes down to death versus 
discomfort. As a farmer, keeping 
livestock alive and healthy is the 
primary goal which preoccupies most 
– if not all – management decisions. 
For example, chickens kept in large 
numbers in the open often die of 
disease and predation. When we put 
them in cages the mortality rate drops 
from 20% to 2%. Mulesing sheep – 
while a bloody and very unenjoyable 
task – prevents sheep from dying a 
horrible death from flystrike. If you 
believe that welfare is defined by 
discomfort, then both these practices 
are intolerable.

Live export sits on both sides of the 
argument. When it goes wrong it 
results in both discomfort and death, 
which is why it’s becoming harder to 
sustain as an industry. 

The egg industry shares another trait 
with live export: ‘if I can’t see it, it’s 
not a problem to me’. It seems to 
me that the animal welfare lobby is 
primarily concerned with eggs on the 
shelf in supermarkets (retail) and not 
pavlovas or the muffin you purchased 
with your coffee (wholesale) – and I 
think it’s because you can’t see the egg 
once it’s processed. Similarly, with live 
export it’s the welfare of Australian 
sheep that matter, not the sheep from 
other countries – the ones we can’t see.

I asked someone within the RSPCA 
about the potential adverse welfare 
impacts of the campaign to end caged 
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egg production. The dramatically 
increased death rate resulting from 
moving chickens out of cages to 
open barns was considered irrelevant 
because the chickens would be free and 
would suffer less. 

The academic world also has some 
confused priorities when it comes to 
defining animal welfare. If you want 
to conduct research on animals you 
need animal ethics approval – and this 
becomes a strange mix of politics, 
blood tests and science. 

As an example: for many years I’ve 
lambed down some of my twin ewes 
in standing wheat crops, which offers 
great protection from the elements 
and an abundant feed source – and 
has proven to significantly boost lamb 
survival. Animal researchers I knew 
wanted to run a trial to validate these 
findings by splitting a mob in half – 
one on pasture (normal practice) and 
the other in crop (abnormal practice) 
– and thus applied to animal ethics 
for approval. At first it was denied 
because the very hypothesis that lamb 
survival could be increased by lambing 
in standing crop would place half the 
lambs at risk by lambing on pasture 
(normal practice). 

The trial was finally given the green 
light – but the demands from the ethics 
committee caused one of the worst 
experiences of my farming career.

Ewes less than score two weren’t 
allowed in the trial, so two weeks out 
from lambing 245 ewes were brought 
to the yards to be condition-scored. 
I protested that this would put the 
ewes under too much stress so close 
to lambing – that they should stay in 
the paddock. I was assured the science 
said there was no risk. It took a whole 
day to do the job with six people in the 
yards. After the first two hours I wanted 
the sheep back in the paddock but 
the animal welfare officer overseeing 
the operation told me my fears were 
unfounded and that the condition 
scoring was more important. 

By the end of the day, nine ewes were 
down in the yards and a further seven 
died on the way back to the paddock. 

The next day I found 14 more had 
died overnight. I called the trial off. It 
appeared that a lifetime of knowledge 
and experience running my sheep on 
my own farm counted for nothing in 
the eyes of science.

Who makes the call?
So how is it that decisions are made on 
what is or is not good animal welfare? 
Well I’m not that sure, other than it 
involves a lot of science supporting 
the argument that discomfort is bad 
and almost none around the realities of 
animal production. Often the people 
who make those decisions have no 
livestock experience whatsoever 
– other than owning a cat or dog. 
However, they are intelligent, well-
educated consumers who are very 
concerned about the treatment of 
animals – and they have every right 
to be. 

One of the most gruelling tasks of 
sitting on the RSPCA WA board is 
going through the reports of mistreated 
cats and dogs each month. The number 
of cases, the types of neglect and injury 
inflicted by people on animals is awful. 
By comparison, farmers have nothing 
to worry about with regards to animal 
cruelty after what I’ve seen people in 
the city do to their pets.

We value expertise in our society – so 
how is it that generations of animal 
experience are deemed unimportant 
when making decisions about animal 
welfare? I’m not sure I can explain 
how I know an animal is sick, but I 
can be driving down the laneway at 
80 km/hr and spot one sick sheep in a 
mob of 1000. I look at these animals 
every day, and in the same way my 
father explained things to me I now 
find myself explaining to my girls 
what makes a happy sheep. That’s why 
Indigenous stockmen are so good: 
40,000 years of observing nature and 
passing the knowledge down verbally.

Farmers deal with animals on a daily 
basis and have an understanding of 
animal behaviour that transcends 
science – and they are needed in much 
greater numbers on welfare boards. The 
problem is I’m not sure the boards are 

going to want them, as the commercial 
nature of farming is very confronting 
to many people and clouds many 
institutional beliefs around animal 
welfare. It’s complicated, messy and 
changes within the season. 

The way forward
I know one thing for sure: the way 
forward for farmers – all farmers 
– is not going to get easier. We are 
outnumbered and politically isolated, 
often quiet and traditional. We can also 
be very hard people.

To farm livestock is hard. Every animal 
we bring to life through our husbandry 
will die, and that weighs heavily 
on every farmer. My wife gets very 
emotional whenever the sheep leave 
on the truck, it’s not easy for anyone in 
this business.

I was very young when I first helped 
my father kill a sheep for slaughter. 
It was up behind the old water tank, 
another memory etched in the mind. I 
threw up, as it was worse than anything 
I expected to see. People viewing the 
infamous 2011 Four Corners program 
seeing cattle slaughtered for the first 
time (and in very poor circumstances) 
must have felt horrified. Forty years – 
and tens of thousands of animals sent 
to slaughter or killed by my own hands 
– later, I have become desensitised. It’s 
no easier now to kill an animal than it 
was the first time, but to remain in this 
industry you must bury the feelings 
deep, to be cold to death; it’s important 
for the welfare of the animals. 

Why aren’t farmers outraged when we 
see 2500 sheep die on a ship voyage? 
Not because we don’t care, but because 
we are desensitised. This opens 
farmers up to the politics of emotions, 
as so few people in society now have 
any relationship to farming that it 
becomes an easy target for assuaging 
first-world guilt. When farmers are 
asked to defend their practices, they 
come across as cold and emotionless. 
Agriculture must have missed the 
memo about getting in touch with our 
emotions and expressing them at will 
on television. 
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It’s important to understand that the 
welfare lobby groups are businesses 
also, which survive financially by 
advocating. They employ large 
numbers of people and they don’t say: 
‘OK, the live exports issue is over, 
I’d better go find another job.’ They 
believe in what they do, as much 
as – maybe even more than – farmers 
believe in what they do. 

I started by discussing how distant we 
as farmers have become from the urban 
environment; changing this dynamic 
is the solution to farmers reclaiming 
credibility in the welfare policy 
environment. 

Animal welfare and the policy 
environment around it is 100% the 
responsibility of farmers. The problem 
in my view is we haven’t done a 
very good job of it. We tend to be 
too protectionist of our practices, too 
guarded about our feelings, and too 
resistant to change.

I stopped mulesing my lambs 10 
years ago, not because I had to but 
because I could. The decision was 
the culmination of 30-plus years of 
breeding. My father travelled to the 
UK in the 70s and witnessed how the 
rise of animal activism was affecting 
farming practices. On coming home, 
he changed the breeding of his sheep 

to a plainer type with no wrinkles and 
a bare breech. He felt he needed to 
change before it was forced upon him. 

Thanks to my father’s forward 
thinking, I now have a flock of plain, 
very fertile and heavy-cutting fine wool 
sheep that don’t need mulesing and I 
receive a premium in the market for 
non-mulesed wool. 

In the long term it’s far easier to lead 
the market than be pulled unwillingly. 
In many years of meeting with activist 
and advocacy groups, I’ve learnt that 
there is no line in the sand when it 
comes to welfare. There will always 
be a problem: if industry solves one, 
another will pop up.

We must change to meet these 
challenges. We need to be open about 
what we do and why we do it. We need 
to back ourselves and talk proudly 
about the choices we make which keep 
animals alive and healthy. We need 
to communicate the effort we put in 
to the development and adoption of 
technology and programs which have 
advanced livestock welfare over the 
past 20 years. 

We also need to change the way we 
express ourselves, open up about our 
feelings and share the burden widely 
with the community. It’s important the 
consumer understands and respects the 

sacrifice the animals make and the role 
of the farmer in that. 

We are only as good as the worst 
practitioner in the eyes of many, so 
change needs to be a constant in the 
sector from practices on-farm, through 
the supply chain and to the leadership 
of our farming industries. Individual 
responsibility, practiced across the 
whole sector, will allow farmers to 
engage in the welfare and welfare 
policy environment.

It’s clear why farmers need to be 
involved in animal welfare and the 
policy that surrounds it. It’s for the 
protection of animals, not from farmers 
but from those who imagine they 
protect them without understanding 
how they live.

John Ralph Essay Competition 2018
The John Ralph Essay Competition aims to engage the community in informed 
debate about policy issues impacting on the Australian farm sector.

The essay topic for 2018 is: 

Society should determine the right to farm
The 2018 John Ralph Essay Competition is your chance to have your views heard 
by Australia’s agricultural leaders and senior policy makers, and could win you:

• Open category – $5000 cash prize, or Novice category – $1000 cash prize

• Attendance at the 2018 AFI Agriculture Roundtable Conference

• Publication in the Summer Farm Policy Journal and one year’s AFI membership

Entries close 5 pm on Monday, 3 September 2018. 

For rules of entry, judging criteria and submission requirements visit:  
www.farminstitute.org.au/news-and-events/JRC 
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BRINGING AGTECH TO LIFE

AUSTRALIAN FARM INSTITUTE

Digital agriculture is evolving rapidly. Recent 
industry discussions have focused on 
explaining the technology, but as awareness 
of technology matures, it’s time to shift focus 
to the fundamental enabler in the digital 
agriculture revolution: people. 

The AFI Digital Farmers conference will 
focus on bringing agtech to life – sessions 
(below) will explore how stakeholders interact 
with and become part of the developing digital 
agriculture landscape. 

FARM 
WORKERS 

Is the rural workforce 
evolving with the 

technology? 

STUDENTS 
How is the education 

and training 
environment changing 
to accommodate digital 

agriculture?   

CONSUMERS 
How will digital 

agriculture change the 
relationship between 

farmers and consumers?  

RURAL 
COMMUNITIES 
What non-agricultural 

benefits can agtech bring 
to communities? 

TECHNOLOGY 
DEVELOPERS

How can agri and tech 
communities capitalise on 

mutual opportunities? 

FARMERS
What support is available 
to provide farmers with 

confidence to participate 
in digital agriculture? 

Conference: 
Doltone House, Jones Bay Wharf

Pre-dinner drinks & Gala dinner: 
HMAS Vampire & Maritime Museum

Registration and more information: www.farminstitute.org.au

Join the leading minds of Australian 
agribusiness in Sydney for this vital networking 
event for producers, supply chain providers, 
business managers and policy makers.

 SYDNEY 13–14 JUNE 2018
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Agricultural statistics
Lucy Darragh

We live in a world where the analysis 
of data influences almost every aspect 
of our lives. Yet, paradoxically, even 
as our reliance on data increases, 
official statistics sources are 
struggling under increasing pressure 
from budgetary constraints, shifted 
priorities and demands to modernise. 
This has particularly been the case 
for Australia’s agricultural statistics 
system, which has been eroded over 
the past decade. 

For over a century, agricultural 
statistics produced by the Australian 
Bureau of Statistics (ABS) and the 
Australian Bureau of Agricultural and 
Resource Economics and Sciences 
(ABARES) have contributed to 
knowledge and understanding of 
the Australian agriculture sector. 
Agricultural policy, research and 
development activities and funding, 
and the production, marketing, trade 
and distribution of commodities 
have all relied on these statistics. An 
abundance of data and advances in 
big data analysis and visualisation 
has however recently been providing 
alternatives to some traditional 
agricultural statistics sources. 
For example, in the United States 
companies like Descartes Labs1 are 
providing crop forecasting services 
which are more timely and accurate 
than the United States Department of 
Agriculture forecasts, which have been 
the benchmark crop forecasting service 
for decades. 

With the private sector disrupting 
many areas of official statistics 
collection, the relevance and 
responsiveness of public sector data 
is being challenged. It is important 
however that the public sector 
continues to produce robust and useful 
agricultural statistics. The private 
sector may provide alternatives 
where there is a commercial value 
proposition for the provision of 
information, however there will be 
1 https://www.descarteslabs.com/

many areas where statistics need to 
be provided as public good, including 
guiding appropriate policy and 
research priorities. 

The crucial and underappreciated 
nature of robust and reliable 
agricultural statistics was underlined 
by the determination of the need for 
better agricultural statistics as one of 
the top priorities in the Australian Farm 
Institute’s (AFI) research priority-
setting process. Analysis of agricultural 
data leads to discovery, informs 
predictions and forecasts, challenges 
assumptions, and is essential for 
data-based decision making. Perhaps 
most importantly though, is that in 
the absence of a robust public sector 
statistical system, the Australian 
agriculture sector faces inherent risks 
associated with policy deliberation and 
decision making based on unreliable or 
perception-based positions, rather than 
objective industry data.

There are a growing number of 
data sources relevant to Australian 
agriculture that could provide valuable 
supplements to the current survey-
based national agricultural statistics 
collection. The ABS and ABARES are 
undertaking a program to understand 
the range of data sources available 
and determine their suitability for 
modernising the statistics system, and 
addressing some the flaws inherent in 
the existing system. 

There is a sense of urgency in 
determining how the abundance of 
data that is being collected through 
digital platforms can be used to 
improve agricultural statistics systems. 
This sense of urgency is not confined 
to Australia – in fact a report from the 
US National Academies of Sciences, 
Engineering and Medicine has recently 
recommended how the US National 
Agricultural Statistics Service can 
improve its practices. The report looks 
at how complementary data sources, 
such as satellite and other remote 
sensing data and precision agriculture 

data, can be used to enhance the survey 
data already being collected in order 
to provide more precise county-level 
estimates of crops and farmland cash 
rents.2 

The AFI’s March 2013 report 
Is counting farmers harder than 
counting sheep? forecast some 
of the issues now at the forefront 
of concerns around the need to 
improve agricultural statistics. The 
report concluded that the Australian 
agricultural statistical system will 
continue to languish unless changes 
are implemented to provide clear 
leadership and to better integrate the 
system with the agricultural sector and 
the stakeholders it is designed to serve. 
Particularly relevant to contemporary 
issues is Recommendation 4 from the 
report which called for ‘the creation of 
a unique, interactive data warehouse’.

The AFI’s current project ‘Improving 
Agricultural Statistics’ will identify 
and evaluate agricultural and 
agriculture-related datasets that could 
be utilised to enhance Australia’s 
national agricultural statistics system, 
and to consider key barriers that will 
need to be overcome to enable their 
use.

The objectives of the research are: 

• A catalogue of potential sources 
of data that could be used to 
supplement or replace current 
national agricultural statistics. 

• A detailed understanding of the 
issues that would need to be 
considered in contemplating the 
inclusion of any of these in the 
national agricultural statistics 
system. 

• The identification of policies 
and industry initiatives that may 
assist in the incorporation of 
these alternative data sources in 
the national agricultural statistics 
system.

2 http://www8.nationalacademies.org/onpinews/
newsitem.aspx?RecordID=24892

In the pipeline – upcoming research
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Discoveries

High value export markets push focus to provenance

Australia’s agricultural performance 
has historically been underpinned by 
high volume exports of commodities 
such as wheat, wool and beef. 
However, high value markets for fresh 
produce are now a significant driver 
of growth and these markets require a 
dedicated approach to establishing and 
maintaining the provenance of ‘clean’ 
production.

This was one of the key messages from 
the Australian Bureau of Agricultural 
and Resource Economics and Sciences’ 
(ABARES) Outlook 20181 – an annual 
convention reporting on the economic 
performance of and forecasting trends 
for the agricultural sector – which 
the Australian Farm Institute (AFI) 
research team attended in March. 

Although the 2017–18 forecast for 
agriculture’s gross value of production 
(GVP) of $59 billion is 5% lower than 
the record-breaking 2016–17 year, 
the overall mood at the conference 
was optimistic for continued growth. 
This was reflected in a forecast of 
$61 billion agricultural GVP in 
2018–19 on the back of ‘assumed 
strengthening in world growth lifting 
household incomes, supporting food 
demand growth in regions important to 
Australia’s agricultural trade, such as 
emerging Asia.’2

Figure 1 shows the ABARES forecast 
for how growth in exports will be 
influenced by both price and volume, 
indicating that consumers in export 
markets will purchase higher value 
goods at higher quantities as their 
household incomes increase. 

This trend is already being observed in 
the extraordinary growth of Australian 
fresh produce exports. The value of 
Australia’s fruit and nut exports to its 
top five markets more than doubled 
in the six years to 2016‒17, with 
the value of vegetable exports up 
50%. In 2016–17 the top five export 
destinations were countries in Asia, 
1 http://www.agriculture.gov.au/abares/outlook/

program
2 http://www.agriculture.gov.au/abares/research-

topics/agricultural-commodities/report

7

Europe and the Middle East, with 
China appearing in the top five for 
fruit, nuts and vegetables.3

However, the rest of the world is 
not sitting idly by while Australia 
captures this high value demand for 
fresh produce. Indeed, the market 
opportunity is so large that Australia 
could not service it all even if it did 
have exclusive access. Competing 
export countries such as Chile, New 
Zealand, Peru, South Africa, the 
United States and China are moving 
quickly on the same opportunities. To 
stay ahead of the pack, it is important 
for Australian producers to understand 
exactly what consumers want.

Productivity improvements and 
a favourable policy environment 
are always important factors in 
maintaining a comparative advantage, 
but one significant factor in the growth 
of high value markets – particularly in 
Asia – is very important for Australian 
agriculture. It’s an overused term, but 
Asian consumers are undoubtedly 
seeking out clean, green food. 

It is no longer adequate, however, 
to promote food as clean and green 
just because it comes from Australia. 
Evidence of provenance is increasingly 
important to savvy consumers, who 
want not only to feel secure about their 
choice but also to be able to tell a story 
3 http://www.agriculture.gov.au/abares/research-

topics/agricultural-commodities/report

about their food as a demonstration of 
affluence. 

This focus on premium product 
provenance leads us to two areas of 
research that the AFI has a continuing 
interest in: digital agriculture and the 
‘right to farm’. 

The potential application of technology 
such as blockchain in agricultural 
value chains has matured very quickly 
to embrace supply chain integrity 
as much as payment improvements 
and financial transparency. Digital 
platforms connecting consumers 
with farmers can provide provenance 
information in a way that is trusted and 
immutable when applied this way.

The provenance story that consumers 
want to tell is increasingly shaped 
by those advocating for agricultural 
systems deemed to be ethically and 
environmentally sound. This will have 
appreciable implications for producers’ 
social licence and the types of 
practices that will be acceptable within 
that social contract. 

The expansion of high-value export 
markets is proving increasingly 
important for Australian agriculture. 
Supporting this trend will have 
consequences for commodity mix, 
farming practice and technology 
and the subsequent potential to 
significantly alter the Australian 
agricultural landscape.

Richard Heath

Figure 1:  Growth in nominal value of farm exports, cumulative change in price 
and volume. 

Note: The volume and price indexes are calculated on a chain-weighted basis using Fisher’s ideal index.
  f ABARES forecast. z ABARES projection. 
Sources: ABARES, Australian Bureau of Statistics.
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How does Australian farm animal welfare stack up?

Many other developed nations are 
leaving us behind when it comes to 
phasing out practices and production 
systems that simply cannot meet the 
welfare needs of farm animals. The 
conventional battery cage for egg-
laying hens is a prominent example. 
While Australia is still debating the 
issue, New Zealand is six years into its 
transition away from the barren cage 
system. The Europeans completed 
their transition five years ago and the 
Canadians are now on their way as 
well. 

One of our key markets, China, is 
taking animal welfare more seriously 
than they have in the past. Chinese 
Vice Minister of Agriculture Yu 
Kangzhen said in 2017 that animal 
welfare was important for developing 
green agriculture, significant for 
ensuring healthy consumption, and 
the ‘embodiment of human caring in 
modern society’. Australian agriculture 
is primed to capitalise on these 
increasing expectations and can gain a 
competitive advantage in the process, 
but it must invest in staying ahead of 
the game on animal welfare.   

Heather Neil – Chief Executive 
Officer, RSPCA Australia 
Heather joined RSPCA Australia 
as CEO in 2006 and has worked in 
the private, public and community 
sectors focusing on public policy 
development, communications, 
marketing and advocacy. 

David Jochinke – President, 
Victorian Farmers Federation 
David is a third-generation farmer 
who operates a family property at 
Murra Warra, Victoria, producing 
various broadacre crops and 
finishing prime lambs.

Q1. How do you think Australian 
farm animal welfare practices 
compare with those adopted 
internationally?

Heather Neil – RSPCA Australia 
Australia’s reputation for ‘clean, 
green’ agricultural production and 
good animal welfare is hard-won and 
is at risk if we do not keep pace with 
developments in the field. 

Unfortunately, there are signs that 
Australia is starting to slip behind 
internationally when it comes to 
animal welfare. Routine practices in 
Australia like mulesing or disbudding 
and dehorning (practices that could 
be replaced by appropriate breeding 
strategies) result in poor animal 
welfare and risk industry reputation. 
Then there is the live export trade: 
our reputation is damaged every time 
images of Australian cattle and sheep 
being cruelly treated are beamed 
around the world. This is the very 
reason New Zealand made the decision 
to end live animal export for slaughter 
– to protect its international reputation 
as a clean, green and quality producer 
of livestock products. 

David Jochinke – VFF
Australian farmers play a small role 
on the world stage of agriculture; 
however, we punch above our weight 
when it comes to responsibly caring 
for our animals and the environment. 

It can be useful to compare different 
farming practices around the world to 
learn about new methods of animal 
care. Whenever new methods are 
trialled, Australian farmers put those 
learnings in the context of their own 
farms’ environment. Most importantly, 
Australian farmers are going to do 
what is best for their animals. 

For example, I don’t think anyone 
would agree that exposing chickens 
to the extreme heat of Northern 
Queensland or the freezing Tasmanian 
winter is in the best interests of the 
chicken. That is one reason farmers 
choose to house their chickens indoors 
in a climate-controlled environment. 

There is certainly no cookie-cutter 
template that can be used everywhere, 
but our farmers see it as their 
responsibility to remain up-to-date 
with new animal husbandry methods. 

Q2. How should farm animal 
welfare be assessed? Should 
physiological indicators be 
used, or will farm animal 
welfare standards ultimately 
be determined by consumer 
sentiment?

Heather Neil – RSPCA Australia 
Farm animal welfare should be 
assessed using contemporary scientific 
measures. Good animal welfare 
means providing animals with all 
the elements required to ensure their 
physiological and behavioural needs 
are met. Welfare assessment has 
moved beyond simply looking at an 
animal’s physical performance and 
now incorporates the animal’s mental 
state as well. This acknowledges that 
farm animals are sentient and able to 
feel pain, anxiety, and fear. Equally, it 



Farm Institute Insights | Vol. 15 No. 2 | May Quarter 2018

9In my view

recognises that animals can experience 
positive affective states, which are 
increasingly becoming part of welfare 
assessments. The focus in recent 
years has been on a practical ‘welfare 
outcome assessment’ approach which 
looks at all the resources (‘inputs’) 
provided to the animal, including 
housing and care and management, 
and then gives an assessment based on 
health and fitness as well as behaviour 
and affective state. 

In Australia, consumers generally 
assume farm animals have a good life 
(and are sorely disappointed when they 
find out otherwise). It is important 
to ensure consumers are provided 
with clear labelling and accurate 
information about the welfare impacts 
of different production systems and 
practices.

David Jochinke – VFF
Just like farmers, the community care 
for animals and want reassurance that 
farm animals are being well cared for. 
Farmers as community members want 
that assurance as well, and take their 
responsibility as primary caregivers 
very seriously.

Farmers see their role as protectors of 
animals; protecting them from illness, 
injury, poor health and from their 
surrounding environment. Farmers 
make welfare assessments by working 
towards the best interests of the 
animal. 

The government’s role is to ensure 
compliance with minimum standards.  
It is our view that the government 
should set a minimum standard that 
protects the basic needs of farming 
animals; shelter, food, water, safety, 
and protection from disease.

However, farmers do not just meet the 
minimum – they put honest effort into 
taking care of their animals. Whether 
you’re a dairy, livestock or chicken 
farmer you are looking to use your 
years of experience to improve care on 
a daily basis. 

Q3. Should consumers make 
decisions about animal welfare 
standards via accurate labelling, 
or should retailers dictate what 
practices are acceptable? 

Heather Neil – RSPCA Australia 
There’s no doubt that there’s growing 
interest amongst Australians about 
where their food comes from and how 
it is produced. Consumers are looking 
for labels and brands they trust to give 
them the assurance that a packet of 
meat or carton of eggs are from animals 
that have been farmed humanely. 

It’s critical that Australia’s labelling 
laws ensure an accurate description 
of the production system, and brands 
should be encouraged to provide their 
customers with the ability to find out 
more. Transparency and openness 
about animal welfare standards 
engenders trust in livestock production 
practices in Australia which is in 
the long-term interest of livestock 
producers. 

By lifting minimum requirements 
for humane production, retailers 
are demonstrating their corporate 
social responsibility and meeting the 
demands of a growing customer base 
that is interested in sustainable farming 
practices and animal welfare. 

David Jochinke – VFF
We have seen a move in the last 10 to 
15 years for the retailers to participate 
in an animal ethics conversation with 
their customers. Animal ethics and 
welfare are closely linked and very 
personal to each individual consumer. 

Your personal ethics may lead you to 
only purchase animal products where 
animals were raised in conditions that 
mimic the natural environment of 
those animals, or that aim to optimise 
the health of those animals. Indeed, 
your personal ethics may lead you 
to not eat animal products at all. 
Retailers should cater to your personal 
preferences as a customer. 

Just as we would not accept those 
with no experience coming onto farms 
and dictating how we take care of our 

animals, we as consumers would not 
accept a retailer dictating our personal 
ethics. We live in a democracy where 
people can have different views; it 
is not up to the retailers to make our 
purchasing decisions for us.

Q4. Does Australia need common 
national farm animal welfare 
standards, and how should 
these be achieved?

Heather Neil – RSPCA Australia 
It is important that we have nationally 
consistent animal welfare standards 
that make improvements to animal 
welfare and remove outdated practices. 
Australia’s national standards are 
currently developed via a long and 
convoluted process which has no 
formal mechanism for commissioning 
and incorporating independent scientific 
reviews into the process. Australia 
is one of few developed nations 
that does not have a national animal 
welfare advisory body to oversee the 
consistent development of standards. 
The RSPCA has long advocated for 
the establishment of a national animal 
welfare advisory body to consistently 
coordinate improved animal welfare 
outcomes, as well as providing 
certainty for industry and consumers.

David Jochinke – VFF
The most important aspect of animal 
welfare is not what standards are in 
place but whether animals are being 
cared for appropriately. Whether the 
standards are state-based or national, 
farmers are going to care for their 
animals. We are less concerned about 
the process and more concerned about 
the results for animals on the farm.

Under the current process, minimum 
standards are agreed to nationally 
but then implemented by each state. 
In Victoria’s case the standards are 
directly adopted in our regulation. 
Where the standards are adopted and 
enforced the system is solid. 

That is just the minimum standard 
though; our farmers with decades of 
experience, strive for better results for 
their animals, year in and year out.
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Welfare concerns divide perception from reality
Mick Keogh

The divide between urban and rural 
attitudes on certain subjects has 
never been more evident than in the 
current community discussion about 
the management of kangaroos in 
rural Australia. The issue has been 
brought to the fore by the release 
of a documentary called Kangaroo: 
A Love-Hate Story, which has been 
promoted in Europe by Australian 
federal politicians attempting to stop 
exports of kangaroo products.

The film reportedly provides extended 
graphic footage of kangaroo culling 
and discusses the potential of kangaroo 
extinction. No doubt there will be 
renewed criticism of the kangaroo 
industry as a result, and potential trade 
implications in international markets.

This despite the most recent kangaroo 
census estimating the national 
kangaroo population of Australia 
at close to 50 million – more than 
twice the human population and 
almost double the estimated kangaroo 
population in 2010. This also despite 
the fact that annual quotas set by 
scientists for the carefully monitored 
culling program are almost never 
achieved. Figure 1 taken from the 
NSW Commercial Kangaroo Harvest 
Management Plan demonstrates quite 
clearly that the annual kangaroo 
harvest is minimal relative to the total 
population and has a negligible impact 
on population dynamics.

What is missing from this discussion 
of animal welfare is the fate that a 
great many of these kangaroos suffer 
in a period of extended drought, as 
was the case from 2003 to 2009 in the 
southern half of Australia. The very 
rapid kangaroo population decline 
that occurred between 2001 and 
2004 (from 57 million to 25 million, 
according to the national census) was 
almost entirely due to drought, with 
cull levels relatively steady over this 
period. The impact of drought for 
NSW is also evident in Figure 1. 

These 30 million kangaroo deaths 
were largely due to a combination of 
starvation and thirst, surely a much 
more painful demise than being shot 
by a professional hunter. However, 
these deaths never attract the attention 
of activists, nor is there discussion 
of the fact that in the absence of 
the current culling program, more 
kangaroos would suffer this fate.

Community unease about kangaroo 
culling extends to similar programs to 
manage populations of wild horses in 
national parks and camels in central 
Australia, irrespective of any scientific 
argument or rational discussion in 
support of such programs.

It is well recognised that people often 
make decisions based on emotion 
rather than logic, even when presented 
with overwhelming evidence. This 
discourse is a classic example. Footage 
of cute, cuddly animals in danger 
generates a highly emotive response 
from an audience, most of whom live 
in urban areas where the only wildlife 
is a few local rats and perhaps some 
Indian myna birds. They likely have 

absolutely no awareness of the impact 
caused by the removal of predators 
like dingoes, and the provision of 
watering points, crops and pasture 
on the population dynamics of native 
animals like kangaroos. The reality of 
millions of kangaroos starving to death 
during drought is absent from their 
consciousness – without context or a 
competing narrative, culling kangaroos 
by shooting seems inhuman and 
barbaric.

There is no easy way to bridge this 
divide in Australia, especially given 
the demographic profile of the nation – 
one of the most urbanised populations 
globally. The kangaroo industry 
and landholders need to ensure that 
objective data is regularly collected 
and put in front of policy makers, that 
the industry has in place appropriate 
protocols and standards which are 
actively enforced, and that media 
outlets are regularly provided with 
concise information about the industry. 
All this is difficult for a relatively 
small industry to resource, but 
essential to achieve sensible, long-term 
policy settings and land management.

10 Crossing the divide
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Figure 1:  NSW Kangaroo population, quota and harvest data.
Source: NSW Commercial Kangaroo Harvest Management Plan.
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Australian and international farm policy news 
the complexity of their obligations 
requiring compliance with the EPBC 
Act, and that the red-tape burden costs 
fell disproportionately on the farmer. 

The National Farmers’ Federation said 
the disparity between the EPBC Act 
and its state equivalents was a cause 
for concern, noting that in some cases 
farmers can be compliant with EPBC 
but in breach of a state Act or vice 
versa. 

Dr Craik – an AFI Director, Chair 
of the Australian Rural Leadership 
Foundation, and a former NFF 
Director and National Competition 
Council President – will provide a final 
report by mid-2018.

Further information is available via 
http://www.environment.gov.au/
Agriculture-Review

Murray Goulburn sale 
unimpeded
Australia’s largest dairy company, 
Murray Goulburn (MG), will be sold 
to its Canadian competitor Saputo at 
the start of May. MG shareholders 
voted in favour of the company’s sale 
for $1.31 billion at an extraordinary 
general meeting on 5 April.

The Australian Competition and 
Consumer Commission initially 
opposed the deal, concerned by a 
concentration of the milk market in 
south-west Victoria. Saputo already 
owns Australia’s biggest dairy 
processing plant, the Warrnambool 
Cheese and Butter factory at 
Allansford. The MG acquisition would 
have delivered Saputo the Koroit 
factory, enabling the Canadian giant 
to process more than two-thirds of the 
milk produced in the region. Under 
the new conditions, Saputo will sell 
the Koroit plant after the takeover. If 
not sold by the selected date, a fire 
sale provision will see Koroit run 
independently until sold to the highest 
bidder.

The Foreign Investment Review Board 
approved the sale on 18 April.

MG Chief Executive Ari Mervis 
said that for a minimum of five years 
from July 2018, Saputo has agreed 
to continue to collect milk from 
qualifying MG suppliers on terms no 
less favourable than MG currently 
provides.

Reviews underway for live 
export standards
Agriculture Minister David Littleproud 
has announced a ‘short, sharp review’ 
into live sheep exports to the Middle 
East during the northern summer, 
following exposure of animal 
mistreatment via Animals Australia 
and 60 Minutes.

On 29 March, Minister Littleproud 
received an incident report about an 
August 2017 Australian live sheep 
export voyage which involved high 
heat mortalities. The following week 
he saw footage of 2016 and 2017 
voyages which ‘shocked, angered and 
saddened’ him.

The review will consider scientific 
literature, outcomes of recent voyages 
and reports from observers regarding 
stocking density on ships, bedding, 
animal waste management, ventilation, 
heat stress risk and skills of the crew in 
managing animal health and welfare. It 
will identify any improvements in how 
the Australian Standards for Export of 
Livestock (ASEL) can be administered 
or executed. 

Data on monthly live sheep exports 
reported by Mecardo indicates that 
the trend has been for a reduction in 
mortality levels, from 0.9% in 2004 
toward 0.7% in 2017.

This review will complement 
a concurrent review into the 
investigative capability, powers and 
culture of the independent regulator, 
as well as the ASEL review already 
underway.

The final report is due 11 May. Terms 
of Reference are available at:  
www.agriculture.gov.au/livestock-
northern-summer-review 

Farm policy news 11

TPP U-turn
US President Donald Trump’s about-
face on the Trans-Pacific Partnership 
(TPP) trade deal has been called ‘a 
jaw-dropping policy reversal’ and is 
not good news for Australian farmers.

President Trump withdrew the US 
from the TPP process just three days 
after taking office on 23 January 
2017. Negotiations continued without 
the US, and the Comprehensive 
and Progressive Agreement for 
Trans-Pacific Partnership (TPP-11) 
was signed by Australia, Brunei 
Darussalam, Canada, Chile, Japan, 
Malaysia, Mexico, Peru, New Zealand, 
Singapore and Vietnam on 8 March 
2018.

On 13 April, President Trump 
indicated via Twitter that he was 
open to ‘join TPP if the deal were 
substantially better than the deal 
offered to Pres. Obama’.

National Farmers’ Federation President 
Fiona Simson said America’s absence 
from the TPP-11 benefits local 
agriculture.

‘The US (is) one of our biggest 
competitors … and under the terms 
negotiated in the TPP-11 we have 
favourable access to markets like 
Japan,’ she said. ‘We would hate to see 
anything renegotiated.’

EPBC red tape under scrutiny
Dr Wendy Craik is undertaking an 
independent review to reduce red 
tape and find practical ways to help 
farmers meet the requirements of 
the Environment Protection and 
Biodiversity Conservation Act 1999 
(the EPBC Act).

The review, announced at the end of 
March, will investigate the interaction 
between environmental law and the 
agriculture sector.

The Productivity Commission’s 2017 
report into the Regulation of Australian 
Agriculture found it could be unduly 
onerous on farmers to deal with 

Farm Institute Insights | Vol. 15 No. 2 | May Quarter 2018



Platinum & Gold Corporate Partners:

Corporate Partners:

Suite 73, 61 Marlborough St

Surry Hills NSW 2010

T 61 2 9690 1388 

F 61 2 9699 7270

E info@farminstitute.org.au 

W www.farminstitute.org.au

  

Changing of the guard
Founding Executive Director Mick Keogh will leave the 
Institute on 29 May 2018 to take up a full-time role as a 
Commissioner of the Australian Competition and Consumer 
Commission (ACCC), with a focus on agricultural and small 
business issues. Mick has been working with the ACCC in a 
part-time capacity since February 2016. 

The Board has appointed General Manager Research 
Richard Heath as the new Executive Director. 

‘Under Mick’s leadership, the Institute has developed a 
strong reputation for credible and principled policy advice 
in agriculture,’ said AFI Board Chair, David Anthony.  

‘Mick has nurtured the organisation from its inception 
through to its current position as the only independent 
Australian think tank specialising in agriculture. The Board 
is very confident that Richard and the AFI staff will continue 
to develop the role of the Institute in shaping policies that 
positively impact the sector.’  

The team at AFI express their deep gratitude to Mick for his 
outstanding leadership and warmly welcome Richard into 
the new role. A full statement is available on our website: 
www.farminstitute.org.au 

Institute activities12

In the media
The Institute has featured in media coverage across a  
range of issues, including: energy pricing in agriculture;  
unlocking production gains with digital agriculture; risk 
management options; drought support; action on climate 
change impacts; ag data ownership, and connectivity in 
rural and remote communities. 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

Recent Ag Forum blogs have generated both media attention 
and social media interaction. These included:

• ‘Clean meat’ is a misnomer, in more ways than one  
– by Executive Director Mick Keogh

• The brave new world of venture funding in agriculture  
– by General Manager Research Richard Heath

• Dragging animal welfare through a kangaroo court  
– by Senior Research Officer Katie McRobert

Read the blogs online in ‘Ag Forum’ under the ‘News & 
Events’ menu.

Social media continued to see a dramatic increase in 
engagement, boosted by involvement in key events. 
Tweets about ABARES in Canberra and the World Agri-
Tech Innovation Summit in Chicago helped spike Twitter 
‘impressions’ (ie views or clicks) to 124,400 in March; an 
increase of 1,417% on September 2017. The ‘Smoko’ video 
update is also proving popular and can be viewed via our 
social feeds.

This increased exposure helps the Institute promote 
research, encourage event attendance and consolidate our 
position as a thought leader on agricultural policy issues.
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