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Cheryl Kalisch Gordon
Restrictions on trade, failure to 
continue to reduce barriers to trade 
and increases in domestic support 
provisions, will undeniably reduce 
trade volumes. Unfortunately, we 
may see these results make good on 
promises made in the US Presidential 
election, Brexit, and in other unfolding 
political campaigns in Europe and 
elsewhere. Breaking this down to 
a practical level – reduced trade 
possibilities and subsequent reduction 
in trade volumes lead to production 
of goods where they are not most 
efficiently produced, and ultimately 
nations will be using more resources 
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Q1.  Brexit and the election 
of Donald Trump as US 
President are events that are 
being interpreted as a desire 
by electors to retreat from 
globalisation, and to return 
to more protectionist and 
nationalistic policies that could 
signal the end of the period of 
rapid growth in international 
trade that has occurred since 
2001, when China entered the 
WTO. Do you agree with this 
premise, and if so what does 
it mean for future Australian 
trade policy, and in particular 
Australian agricultural trade?

►



farm institute insights | Vol. 14 No. 2 | May Quarter 2017

2 feature

to produce the same output leading to 
erosion of wealth, rather than economic 
growth. 

Should the United States (US) increase 
trade protection, retaliatory trade 
measures will likely open short- to 
medium-term opportunities – such as 
for Australian oat exports to Mexico 
or increased feedgrains into China. 
However, over the longer term, reduced 
growth in China – that would result 
from reduced exports to the US – will 
have an overwhelmingly negative 
effect on Australian exports because the 
Chinese economy will slow. Growth 
in Australian grain exports to China 
have been derived from growing 
demand for beer, a distilled liquor 
made from sorghum called Baijiu, 
increasing meat demand translating 
to increased demand for Australian 
feedgrains, and western style flour 
products. Almost entirely, these are 
luxury consumption items: the first to 
be impacted when economic growth 
falls and discretionary spending power 
is reduced. 

With most Australian agriculture 
sectors, including grains, trade exposed 
in the order of 70–75%, reduced 
growth internationally, reduced 
spending power in our markets, will 
have a disproportionately higher effect 
than some of our competitor nations 
in supply. It is in the interests of 
Australia, and Australian agriculture 
in particular, to ensure that Australian 
trade policy remains ambitious, that 
Australia capitalises on existing 
agreements, and that violations of trade 
agreement provisions are managed. 
There is no point having free trade 

agreements if technical access isn’t 
assured and negotiated rules aren’t 
followed. Re-elevation of Cairns Group 
collaboration to pursue favourable 
outcomes for agriculture is one avenue 
that Australia could pursue in this 
regard.

It’s hard to deny that voters are 
responding to champions for their 
disenchantment and potential panacea 
to their real and perceived economic 
disadvantage. The fact that we’re 
seeing rejection of free trade as a 
solution reflects:

• failure to recognise the enormous 
consumer benefits that enhanced 
trade delivers. For example, have 
US voters considered the benefit 
of the average price of their car 
purchases in real terms falling from 
$29,000 in 1999 to $25,000 in 2016

• failure to consider the enormous 
impact of automation on 
employment prospects (investment 
in automation and software has 
doubled in the US over the past two 
decades and accounted for more 
than 80% of manufacturing job 
losses) 

• failure of governments to 
adequately couple outward facing 
free trade policies with domestic 
economy structural reform policies. 

The ease with which international trade 
of goods and services is lumped into 
the basket of ‘foreign threats’, along 
with threats to domestic safety from 
international threats, has only served to 
exacerbate the evil that free trade now 
is, in the eyes of some voters. 

The elevation of free trade to this 
disrepute suggests that Australian trade 
policy must, especially in negotiations 
with developing and less developed 
nations, encourage a dual approach to 
trade because only free trade coupled 
with domestic reform will deliver 
the benefits of free trade throughout 
economies. 

Michael Finucan
The Australian red meat industry keeps 
a very close eye on the global political 
and trade agenda as approximately 
70% of our beef, lamb and goatmeat 
production is exported. 

The recent Trump election and the 
Brexit vote have certainly created a 
lot of discussion about global politics 
and the effects on trade. While there 
is currently an increased level of 
protectionist and nationalistic themes 
being played out in some parts of the 
global political arena, many nations 
are still looking to liberalise trade 
and seeking opportunities to progress 
free trade agendas. Even the recent 
developments in the US and United 
Kingdom (UK) present opportunities 
for the Australian red meat industry. 

Brexit offers the Australian red meat 
industry a significant prospect to 
secure improved trade access to a 
large and lucrative market. The UK 
currently accounts for more than 65% 
of the Australian red meat destined for 
Europe. However, disproportionately 
low access via highly restrictive 
European Union (EU) import regimes 
has long constrained the ability of 
Australia to respond to EU consumer 
demand for high quality products 
and to compete equitably. Through 
the Brexit process, potential exists 
to position the Australian red meat 
industry for more competitive access  
to the UK. The EU is also now 
preparing to negotiate a free trade 
agreement (FTA) with Australia. A  
joint Australia-EU FTA scoping 
exercise was successfully concluded 
on 6 April 2017 and this signals a 
promising step towards launching 
Australia-EU FTA negotiations later 
this year. 
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Q2.  Some have suggested that 
Australia should retreat from 
trying to negotiate large-scale 
multilateral trade agreements, 
and instead concentrate on the 
gains that might be available 
from bilateral negotiations with 
current trade partners such 
as China. Do you agree or 
disagree with this, and why?

Cheryl Kalisch Gordon
On the whole, the benefits of free trade 
increase as the number of partners in 
free trade increase and with greater 
variability in the endowments of 
partners. This is because there are 
more options from which to choose 
the production of goods and so 
achieve greater efficiencies across a 
greater number of goods and services, 
and to a larger collective market. 
However, above and beyond this, 
there are supply chain efficiencies 
from the treatment of all inputs to a 
final good or service, within a trade 
group with the same import and 
export conditions, and so avoiding the 
‘spaghetti bowl’ inefficiencies created 
by multiple bilateral trade agreements, 
compounded by the addition of each 
new preferential trade agreement. The 
Regional Comprehensive Economic 
Partnership (RCEP) for example 
provides the opportunity for common 
and transparent approaches to sanitary 
and phytosanitary trade conditions 
across 16 nations, if the grains annex to 
the agreement that GrainGrowers have 
been advocating for is included. 

However, while plurilateral and 
multilateral possibilities should remain 
the ultimate aim, a small, highly trade 
exposed nation like Australia must 
prioritise building on existing and 
pursuit of new bilateral opportunities. 
Deepening Australia’s grain trading 
relationship with Indonesia through 
technical cooperation in the Indonesia-
Australia Comprehensive Economic 
Partnership Agreement (IA-CEPA) 
is one such example which will have 
a targeted pay-off for Australian 
farmers. Another example is bolstering 
and extending protocol access for 

Australian grains to China to underpin 
tariff reductions gained under the 
China-Australia Free Trade Agreement 
(ChAFTA). 

In summary, while pursuing 
multilateral approaches to trade and 
reduction in domestic support as an 
ultimate aim, Australia should continue 
to concentrate immediate efforts on 
expanding the opportunity for the direct 
sale of agricultural goods through 
bilateral trade relationships. With the 
current low prices of Australian grains 
these bilateral efforts are important, 
now more than ever.

Michael Finucan
Australia’s reliance on exports means 
we need to continually strive for 
unimpeded global access to ensure 
we have the opportunities to market 
our product to as many customers as 
possible. Australia needs to be at the 
table pushing for reduced trade barriers 
through all available avenues – at the 
World Trade Organization (WTO) 
level, and through larger multilateral 
trade negotiations and bilateral trade 
negotiations. 

The Australian red meat industry has 
already received some significant 
gains from the recent trifecta of free 
trade agreements completed with 
South Korea, Japan and China. These 
FTAs ensure we remain competitive 
or gain preferential advantages in 
these markets. However, the red meat 

industry is not resting on its laurels 
and is still looking to make further 
access gains. There are a number of 
regional and bilateral trade agreements 
currently on the negotiating table and 
the red meat industry is looking for 
gains in all of them. For the Australian 
red meat industry, priorities for trade 
negotiations include:

• Regional Comprehensive Economic 
Partnership (RCEP)

• Australia-Indonesia Closer 
Economic Partnership Agreement

• Australia-Gulf Cooperative Council 
(GCC) Free Trade Agreement

• Australia-India Comprehensive 
Economic Cooperation Agreement

• Australia-European Union Free 
Trade Agreement

• Brexit/potential future UK FTA.

With respect to the Trans-Pacific 
Partnership (TPP) agreement, while 
it is disappointing that the US has 
withdrawn, there is still interest in  
TPP-11 amongst the remaining 
participants. For Australia, the TPP 
offers new access opportunities in 
markets such as Canada, Mexico and 
Peru while improving the existing 
economic partnership agreement 
outcomes secured with Japan. On the 
flip side of the US withdrawal from 
the TPP, Australia’s tariff advantage 
on beef in Japan will continue to grow 
while the US doesn’t have a free trade 
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agreement in place. Currently, Australia 
has about an 11% tariff advantage over 
the US through the Japan-Australia 
Economic Partnership Agreement. 
Japan is a large and important beef 
market and the US beef industry is 
putting pressure on the US Government 
to negotiate a bilateral agreement with 
Japan to ensure it can compete on an 
even playing field – something the TPP 
would have given them.

In addition to reducing economic ‘tariff 
and quota’ barriers there is significant 
impetus from industry to address 
non-tariff (or technical) barriers to 
trade (NTBs). Recent research has 
estimated that the annual impact value 
of trade restrictive NTBs for Australian 
beef, sheepmeat and offal destined for 
export markets is around A$4.3 billion. 
The effect of an NTB can include a 
stifling or reduction in trade volumes 
or reduced product returns from higher 
supply costs or lower market prices. 
In essence NTBs erode the global 
competitive position of Australian 
products.

Australia therefore needs to continue 
actively engaging with our trading 
partners in seeking for alleviation of 
these barriers – in order to further 
reduce supply chain costs and in 
order to maximise product value 
opportunities. Without a significant 
effort in this area, Australia risks 
becoming uncompetitive and losing 
market share to cheaper competitors. 

An underlying premise of free trade 
agreement negotiations involves 
communicating with our trading 
partners about Australia’s superior 
quality and integrity systems. A 
recent example of this is industry and 
government conveying Australia’s 
capabilities to deliver high quality 
chilled product to China. Australia 
is currently the only country that 
can supply this market with chilled 
product and we are expecting this 
access to expand. Similar work is 
being conducted in markets such as the 
Middle East where local authorities 
are being appraised of Australia’s cold 
chain systems and thus our ability to 
provide a high quality product.

Michael Finucan
With the ongoing changing political 
dynamics across the globe, it is critical 
for the Australian red meat industry to 
retain a mix of market options. While 
some of the current political rhetoric 
raises concern, our core markets 
remain stable and global demand is 
solid, especially into developing and 
emerging economies. Australia trades 
red meat to over 100 countries and 
we have longstanding stable trading 
relationships around the globe. 

Over the past 15 years the red meat 
industry has developed a diverse range 
of markets which helps protect and 
insulate it from a significant change in 
any one market. For example, in 2004 
approximately 90% of beef exports were 
destined to three core markets (Japan, 
Korea and the US). Now that figure sits 
at around 65% with a much larger mix 
of countries taking more products. 

As well as diversifying the range 
of markets Australia exports to, the 
industry is also pursuing opportunities 
within those markets. Working together 
with industry, Meat & Livestock 
Australia (MLA) applies a portfolio 
strategy approach to global markets 
where we segment markets based 
on the risks and opportunities they 
represent. We work with producers 
and exporters to assist them develop 
global strategies that help market and 
promote their product. This involves 
segmenting customers and consumers 
and developing a deeper understanding 
of market trends and the needs of 
customers. 

Q3.  What do you think current 
global trade developments 
mean for Australian meat, 
grain, dairy and sugar 
exporters (for example)? If 
any of these were preparing a 
five-year strategic plan, what 
assumptions should they adopt 
about their likely future export 
opportunities?

Cheryl Kalisch Gordon
The growing possibility of increased 
trade protection underscores the need 
for exporters to have a diversified set 
of markets. While always an important 
strategic consideration, ensuring a 
range of market options are available 
is more important in the face of the 
possibility of the changeable trade 
rules/conditions. The slowing of 
international economic growth which 
would occur in this event, highlights 
the case for Australian agriculture to 
have a strong presence in the market to 
ensure that when choices become more 
important (as they will inevitably be 
as purchasing power declines), brand 
Australia stacks up best. 

In the case of Australian grains, 
exporters should recognise the value 
of in-market understanding of how 
best to extract value from Australian 
grains. Commercial trade in grains will 
be enhanced and stand the best chance 
to stave off international competition 
if underpinned by a whole of industry 
coordinated and effective technical 
market support and pre-competitive 
promotion efforts. 
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Q4.  If you were currently the owner 
of an Australian farm business 
producing one of the major 
export commodities, would 
you be making any changes 
to your future business plans 
in response to the changes 
occurring in global trade? If 
so, what changes would you 
make?

Cheryl Kalisch Gordon
Ensuring competitiveness into the 
future is a necessity, regardless of 
global trade eventualities. Adoption 
of best practise management and new 
technologies will be increasingly 
non-negotiable for those seeking 
a sustainable future in Australian 
agricultural production.

An evidence-based and methodical 
approach to reducing the cost of 
production will continue to be a 
cornerstone of any farm business, 
irrespective of commodities produced. 
Supporting this, and recognising 
the inherent production risks that 
are part of Australian agriculture, it 
is also important that multiple risk 
management measures are in place 
to allow capture of new market 

opportunities while not putting 
the business at undue solvency or 
sustainability risk. 

Overwhelmingly however it must 
be remembered that competitiveness 
is much more than being able to 
offer the lowest price. Capturing the 
value per tonne of Australian grain 
being exported to the world must be 
the aim. So alongside sound farm 
business fundamentals, adoption 
of, and adherence to, industry and 
business supply assurance initiatives 
in relation to chemical use, land 
management, disease, pest and weed 
management, storage and quality 
should be part of business plans if they 
are not already.With an increasingly 
challenging international market, 
it is more important than ever that 
Australian agricultural products have 
the competitive edge that superior 
customer confidence can provide.

Michael Finucan
Australia is currently well positioned 
in the global market place to capitalise 
on some of the recent global political 
uncertainty. There is still a healthy 
appetite by many global partners for 
trade liberalisation. There are new 

markets, new segments and new 
customers waiting to be secured. 
Capturing this new business means our 
industry needs to continue approaching 
it from many fronts: 

• presenting a single united industry 
voice and working collaboratively 
with the Australian Government 
to advocate for reduced tariff and 
non-tariff barriers to trade 

• demonstrating Australia’s superior 
integrity and quality systems 
to governments, customers and 
consumers

• extracting deep insights about 
global markets to understand the 
consumers in these markets and the 
opportunities for red meat – and 
marketing Australian red meat 
accordingly.

It’s a big job – one which the entire 
value chain has a role to play in – 
from individual farm businesses who 
demonstrate Australian red meat’s 
quality and integrity in the way 
they raise their livestock, through to 
exporters who work with MLA to 
develop targeted strategies that help 
market and promote their product in 
global markets. 

2017HARVESTING THE BENEFITS 
OF DIGITAL AGRICULTURE
Thursday 15 and Friday 16 June 2017 — Crown Promenade Melbourne
Digital agriculture is rapidly evolving to be a much 
bigger story than individual pieces of technology. The 
potential for data acquired through digital agriculture 
to fundamentally change supply chains and business 
systems is real and immediate. The Harvesting the 
Benefits of Digital Agriculture conference will examine 
the actual and potential impacts of digital agriculture, 
and how farmers, agribusinesses and policy-makers can 
harness the benefits associated with the changes that 
are occurring.

The Australian Farm Institute convened a highly 
successful Digital Disruption in Agriculture conference 
in June 2016. The conference explored how digital 
technologies have the potential to change farm 

production practices and inform decision-making on-farm 
through accumulation and analysis of vast amounts 
of data. As digital agriculture technologies mature it is 
becoming obvious that the impacts of data collected on-
farm and post-farm will reach well beyond the point in the 
supply chain that the data originated from. While some 
may see this as a threat, it also provides opportunities for 
more efficient supply chains and entirely new models for 
service delivery.

This year’s conference will go beyond the individual 
applications to explore the ways that agricultural supply 
chains, business systems and government and market 
compliance systems will be fundamentally changed by 
the application of digital technology.
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A national energy policy for Australian agriculture 
There is a hive of activity and public 
debate about the future of energy 
policy in Australia, particularly given 
rising electricity prices.

The Australian Farm Institute (AFI) 
is currently exploring how to tackle 
the challenge of developing a national 
energy policy that suits the needs of 
the agricultural sector. This priority 
was identified by AFI’s Research 
Advisory Council in February 2017 
at its annual workshop to determine 
priority strategic issues impacting 
on Australian agriculture – that will 
be the subject of research projects 
commissioned or carried out by the 
Institute in the future. 

Access to affordable and reliable 
energy supplies for all users is critical 
to maintaining the international 
competitiveness of Australian 
agriculture. The rising cost of 
electricity is currently one of the 
biggest concerns for many agricultural 
producers, particularly those in 
intensive industries. 

The key question is what is needed to 
develop a transparent national policy 
capable of delivering sustainable, 
affordable, and reliable energy for 
agriculture? 

It is critical that the industry engages 
with, and helps inform, the current 
state and national debates about energy 
policy. To support this, there is a 
fundamental need for applied research, 
including work that examines current 
and future energy use in Australian 
agriculture and allows for a more 
precise understanding of industry 
requirements. 

Electricity has traditionally been one 
of the biggest production costs for 
many Australian farm businesses. 
Uncertainty about the future of power 
generation and the national energy 
market is having a significant effect 
on business confidence, and rising 
electricity prices are eroding farm 
profitability. 

A 2016 report by Cotton Australia, 
the National Irrigators’ Council and 
Canegrowers estimated that retail 
electricity prices have risen by more 
than 100% in the past seven years. 
This is having a significant effect 
on-farm. For example, there are reports 
of irrigators switching from energy 
efficient electric irrigation pumps to 
diesel burning pumps. 

The agricultural industry must 
identify opportunities as suppliers 
and consumers of energy. As well 
as being a large consumer of energy 
the agricultural sector is also in some 
cases a supplier of energy. There are 
potentially huge opportunities for 
agriculture through the expansion 
of biofuel, solar and wind electricity 
generation.

Over the coming decades, there are 
likely to be fundamental changes in the 
supply and regulation of energy as the 
country’s older electricity generation, 
transmission and distribution assets 
reach the end of their useable lives. 
Major investments have been 
announced for coal, gas, hydro, solar 
and wind energy generation, but 
it’s not clear what the final mix will 
look like. Regardless of the source, 
questions arise around the need to 
overhaul the National Electricity 
Market (NEM) and look at new models 
for electricity network investment. 

Over-investment in distribution 
networks to enhance reliability has 
come at the expense of affordability. In 
turn, escalating prices have encouraged 
users to leave the centralised network 
and invest in alternative sources of 
electricity, further increasing the costs 
for those unwilling or unable to leave 
the network. Many farm businesses 
have little choice about where and 
when they source their electricity. 
As a result, wholesale price spikes 
and inflexible demand tariffs can 
have a devastating impact on farm 
profitability. 

One of the most important issues 
to address is the need for greater 
transparency across all aspects of 
energy supply, demand, pricing 
and consumption. The Federal 
Government has recently directed the 
Australian Competition and Consumer 
Commission to commence an inquiry 
into retail electricity pricing. The 
inquiry has broad terms of reference 
but will explore issues relevant to 
the agricultural sector, including how 
contracts are structured with business 
customers like farmers and whether 
electricity prices are in line with costs 
and risks. 

It remains unclear when the dust will 
settle and what it will all mean for 
Australian agriculture, but energy 
policy is shaping up as one of the 
key battlegrounds for the next federal 
election. In the coming year the AFI 
will look to undertake research to help 
ensure national energy policy meets 
the needs of Australian agriculture. 
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Collaboration key to effective RD&E
Agriculture is experiencing a 
renaissance as an exciting and 
progressive industry full of 
opportunity. One of the drivers of this 
renaissance is the fact that agriculture 
is now a high-tech industry where 
very little is left to chance. Drones, 
autonomous vehicles, biometric ear 
tags and collars capable of recording 
livestock behaviour and health; and 
digital maps and sensors with the 
intelligence to characterise every 
few meters of arable land by soil, 
water, nutrient and air condition 
or composition are commonplace. 
Agriculture has entered an era of rapid 
development and implementation 
of new technology where digital 
disruption is helping to combat 
significant issues such as a changing 
climate, while at the same time 
bringing farmers closer to increasingly 
choosy customers. Traditional research, 
development and extension (RD&E) 
models will be challenged in this 
environment where new technology 
providers are frequently emerging. 

In response to this challenge to 
traditional RD&E and recognising that 
as public-sector funding of RD&E 
remains stagnant, or in some cases 
is declining, the Australian Farm 

7

Institute (AFI) will soon release 
a research report that investigates 
the opportunities and potential for 
enhancing private-sector agricultural 
RD&E investment in Australia. The 
research, conducted by the AFI in 
2016–17, analyses current incentives 
provided by Australian governments 
and other public agencies, through 
policy implementation, grants and 
partnership funding mechanisms 
to researchers and organisations to 
determine the extent to which these and 
related factors encourage or discourage 
RD&E activities and investment.

Effective RD&E is broadly recognised 
as being critical for productivity 
growth in agriculture. What makes 
RD&E effective however is the 
translation of research outputs to 
commercial outcomes, a process 
that is regrettably poor in Australia, 
particularly when public research 
needs to interact with the private 
sector for adoption pathways. The 
AFI research is finding that there are 
many reasons for this poor interaction 
including confusion around policies for 
what should be public (levy funded) 
and what should be private research, 
and impediments related to intellectual 
property ownership. 

Private investors in RD&E were asked 
as part of this research to indicate the 
biggest factors influencing investment 
decisions. The overwhelming response 
was that effective collaborations are 
a key part of the decision-making 
process. Most private investors in 
RD&E are appreciative of the quality 
of public research outputs and list 
impediments to effective collaborations 
that are more related to administrative 
culture and commercial awareness than 
the calibre of the science involved. 
This raises the question of whether 
matching cultures between public 
and private RD&E is possibly more 
important than direct funding programs 
or incentives in achieving the ultimate 
aim of more effective RD&E.

Enhancing private-sector agricultural 
RD&E will undoubtedly be a 
challenge. However, if effective, it 
will catalyse a change in Australia’s 
research culture required for more 
effective collaboration and translation 
of research outputs. Drawing on other 
global systems where collaboration 
is an obvious and highly praised 
mechanism for productivity and 
profitability among the native economy 
and agricultural community could 
provide an insightful starting point.
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Are the minor political parties good for the bush?

about the problems with Centrelink and 
the failure of the NBN, supports young 
people and advocates for cohesive 
regional policy. I believe country 
people all around the nation want 
leaders who will speak up for fairness 
and equity, for better transport systems 
as well as for trade, and action on 
climate change. The difference is that 
in NE Victoria, in Indi, the community 
did something about it. They got 
organised. They did what rural 
communities have traditionally done so 
effectively. They set about fixing things 
up. They did it themselves.

Q2.  From your observations, 
what do you think the main 
advantages and disadvantages 
are for a region that elects an 
independent or minor party 
member of parliament?

Andrew Broad MP
Independents have the freedom 
to champion causes but they don’t 
actually have to deliver and therefore, 
they don’t have to consider the 
consequences. They can be passionate 
advocates for all sorts of things but the 
responsibility for balancing the books 
doesn’t sit with them, so their passion 
doesn’t translate to power to direct 
the country or to set the economic 
framework for the prosperity of their 
electorate.

Cathy McGowan AO MP
Independent representatives can be 
fearless and more effective in their 
action. People in the regions often feel 
they have no presence in government 
policy, that they are cast as ‘special 
cases’ or an afterthought. This was 
clear in recent childcare reforms, 
which assumed families everywhere 
had access to childcare centres and did 
away with funding for the uniquely 
rural mobile childcare services. 

Regardless of which major 
party is in power, issues such as 
telecommunications and transport 
infrastructure are heavily influenced by 
population density and geographical 
convenience. Regional needs get lost 
in the national picture. An independent 
voice speaks clearly about the impact 
on rural and regional Australia.

An independent representative can 
deliver real results. In my first three 
years as the Member for Indi, more 
than $127.9 million flowed to the 
electorate for the infrastructure and 
services we needed. Taking groups and 
getting councils to Canberra to lobby 

Q1.  In recent years, there appears 
to have been an increase in the 
number of independents and 
minor party candidates elected 
to both state and national 
parliaments, with many of 
these representing regional or 
rural electorates. What do you 
believe are the main factors that 
are contributing to this trend?

Andrew Broad MP
I disagree with the premise of the 
question – I don’t believe there has 
been a rise in independents and minor 
parties being elected to the House 
of Representatives from regional 
and rural Australia. In fact, in the 
2016 federal election the National 
Party increased its percentage, 
demonstrating regional Australia’s 
faith in the ability for major parties, 
namely, the Nationals in coalition with 
the Liberals, to deliver real outcomes 
for the bush.

Cathy McGowan AO MP
Country people vote for independents 
because they are effective, local 
representatives who deliver results!

It’s not only in North East (NE) 
Victoria that people recognise the 
importance of a truly representative 
voice that actually does something 

Andrew Broad MP
Nationals Member for Mallee

Cathy McGowan AO MP
Federal Independent Member for Indi

Federal Independent Member for Indi, Cathy 
McGowan AO MP (third from left) with 
members of the Alpine Valleys Dairy Pathways 
Project delegation to Canberra, Patten Bridge, 
Stuart Crosthwaite, Pat Glass, Cr David 
Wortmann, Karen Moroney and Scott McKillop.
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and meet directly with Government is 
building stronger communities.

The result of this approach for Indi 
has been better funding for mobile 
telecommunications, improvements 
to Centrelink for dairy farmers, 
infrastructure funding for our train 
line, community action around 
renewable energy and refugees as 
well as a higher profile on the national 
scene. Safe electorates don’t count. 
Contested electorates do. 

Q3.  Could you provide a recent 
example where you think a rural 
electorate has been advantaged 
or disadvantaged as a 
consequence of either having 
or not having an independent or 
minor party representative in a 
parliament?

Andrew Broad MP
Independent and minor party 
representatives, whilst passionate and 
committed to their regions and the 
people who live there, have no input 
into the direction nor any measureable 
contribution to the development of 
policy. The National-Liberal Coalition 
has developed and implemented 
policies specifically to support 
regional Australia. Illustrations of 
this can be seen in the Mobile Black 
Spot Program, the recent tax cuts for 
small and medium sized businesses 
and the free trade agreement with 
Japan. Independents and minor party 
representatives can champion causes 
but they can’t affect real change 

because ultimately, Parliament is about 
numbers and you achieve things by 
being a member of a team. 

Cathy McGowan AO MP
I have a direct input into policy, 
regardless of which party is in 
Government. I have been asked for 
my input into policy by the Prime 
Minister and senior Ministers at 
regular meetings. I also have the 
opportunity to offer policy initiatives 
via membership of committees such 
as the Joint Standing Committee into 
the NBN and via Private Members 
Business including the tabling of 
motions and bills into the House of 
Representatives.

One clear example of the Indi Way, 
that is, encouraging local people to 
step up with their expertise and local 
knowledge, has been working with 
the Alpine Valleys Dairy Pathways 
Project (AVDPP). The AVDPP is a 
collaboration of farmers, industry, 
local government, and land and water 
management groups that sought 
solutions to the dairy crisis. 

The AVDPP developed a model 
for significant growth in the local 
industry, taking into account the need 
for capital investment, labour and 
community support. As an independent 
representative I was able to support the 
initiative across all parties as well as  
to Government.

Together we took effective action 
to address the failure of emergency 
welfare to properly support farmers 

through the milk price emergency. 
Strong local action brought Senator 
Bridget McKenzie to the region and 
ultimately resulted in changes to 
Centrelink legislation to better suit the 
farmers’ needs.

The AVDPP recently took their model 
for growth to Parliament House, 
meeting with senior advisers to the 
Minister for Agriculture and Water 
the Hon Barnaby Joyce and other 
government ministers and officials, 
sharing their model and possible 
solutions which would address labour 
market needs, investment opportunities 
and water management.

I encourage other rural and regional 
communities to act in their own best 
interests. 

Become a competitive seat! Get in 
touch at: www.cathymcgowan.com.au 

John Ralph Essay Competition 2017
The John Ralph Essay Competition is an annual competition conducted by  
the Australian Farm Institute to encourage strategic and creative thinking 
about issues of importance to the future of the sector in Australia. The topic 
of the John Ralph Essay Competition for 2017 is: Structural changes 
in the Australian agriculture sector over the past two decades have 
thwarted the objectives of competition reforms.

The competition awards two prizes – Open: $5000 and Novice: $1000, plus 
free attendance at the 2017 Australian Agriculture Roundtable Conference

Entries close: Monday, 4 September 2017
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Will glyphosate kill you?
An extraordinary debate has been 
recently taking place in Europe about 
the safety of glyphosate. Glyphosate 
is the active ingredient in a widely 
used broad spectrum weed killer that 
is often better known by its original 
trade name, Roundup. Roundup was 
developed and released for commercial 
use in 1974 by Monsanto and since 
then has become one of the most 
widely used chemicals in agriculture. 

There are many factors in the debate 
between those who support the 
approval of glyphosate and those who 
oppose, ranging from impacts on soil 
health and the environment to the 
influence of multinational companies 
on agriculture. One of the biggest and 
most passionate divides however, is 
the debate around whether glyphosate 
poses a risk to human health. 

The approval of glyphosate as an 
ingredient in agricultural chemicals by 
the European Commission has been 
delayed while several investigations 
are completed into its safety. The 
investigations and extension of the 
approval process were triggered by 
a March 2015 report from the World 
Health Organization’s International 
Agency for Research on Cancer 
(IARC) that classified glyphosate as 
‘probably carcinogenic in humans.’ 

The IARC takes a hazard assessment 
approach to determining whether an 
agent is a potential carcinogen. That 
means it is looking at the potential 
for an agent to cause cancer under 
theoretical conditions. Keeping this in 
mind, it is worth noting other ‘probable 
carcinogens’ that are placed in the 
same risk category (2A) as glyphosate 
by the IARC. They include red meat, 
hot beverages (over 65oC), shift work, 
and being a hairdresser or barber.

It is theoretically possible that someone 
would choose to only eat red meat 
and nothing else. Most people would 
accept that this would be very likely 
to put that person at a high risk of 
cancer. The reality is however that we 
do not exist on diets of red meat only, 

so taking a risk assessment approach 
rather than a hazard assessment 
approach (which means incorporating 
real world exposure), it is almost 
universally accepted that there is an 
extremely low carcinogenic risk from 
eating appropriate amounts of meat. 

A risk assessment approach to the 
carcinogenic potential of glyphosate 
leads to similar conclusions. In a large 
study investigating pesticide exposure 
amongst farming families in the United 
States, Purdue Extension found an 
average concentration of glyphosate in 
urine of people who applied glyphosate 
to their farms of 3 ppb (parts per 
billion). To judge that level of exposure 
in terms of the ability to do harm, the 
Environment Protection Authority 
(EPA) reference dose is a concentration 
of 90,000 ppb. A reference dose 
describes the amount of ‘daily oral 
exposure to the human population, 
including sensitive subgroups such 
as children, that is not likely to cause 
harmful effects during a lifetime.’

The low level of risk for glyphosate 
exposure has now been confirmed 
by European studies triggered by 
the IARC report with the European 
Chemical Agency (ECHA) concluding 
that glyphosate is not a carcinogen and 
does not pose a cancer risk to humans. 
Incidentally, the Australian Pesticides 
and Veterinary Medicines Authority 
(APVMA) has also concluded that 
glyphosate does not pose a cancer 
risk and has deemed that the scientific 
weight of evidence indicates that 
products containing glyphosate are safe 
to use, as per the label instructions.

It is inevitable however that no amount 
of reports or data deeming glyphosate 
to be safe to human health will placate 
many of those opposed to its use. A case 
in point that highlights the extent of 
the divide on this issue was the recent 
controversy over the presence of minute 
traces of glyphosate in wine in America.

A study conducted by the anti-GM 
group Moms Across America found 
minute traces of glyphosate in wine. 
The highest level found was just under 
19 ppb in a Cabernet Sauvignon from 
a conventionally farmed vineyard. 
At that level, a person would have to 
consume 2500 glasses of wine a day 
for 70 years to reach the EPA’s level of 
concern. The Moms Across America 
report also does not seem to balance 
the risk of the glyphosate in the wine 
with the danger of the wine itself. 
Alcoholic beverages are classed in the 
highest risk category by the IARC as 
a Group 1 carcinogen (carcinogenic to 
humans) and the 14 parts per hundred 
of alcohol (carcinogen) in wine is 
considerably higher than the 19 parts 
per billion of glyphosate (probable 
carcinogen)!

Humans have an inherent risk 
avoidance mechanism, which we 
exercise in response to things we 
do not understand. Glyphosate is a 
synthetic chemical made in factories. 
Wine is made from squeezing grapes. 
It is perhaps inevitable therefore that 
a great many people will see greater 
risk to human health in glyphosate 
than wine, even when all the available 
evidence suggests that wine will kill us 
well before glyphosate ever will.

10 crossing the divide
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457 visas scrapped
In April, the Federal Government 
announced that it will scrap the 
457 visa for skilled foreign workers 
– raising concerns about potentially 
higher costs, red tape, and rural worker 
shortages. Abattoirs, food processors, 
piggeries, dairy farms and regional 
tourism operators are the big users 
of the 457 visa scheme outside of 
the cities.

The meat industry has slammed the 
Federal Government saying there 
has been no consultation, despite 
being the largest employer of skilled 
foreign workers. The Australian Meat 
Industry Council (AMIC) said 20% of 
the 95,000 workers here on the visa 
(or 15,000 workers), work in meat 
processing or further up the supply 
chain in small goods production or at 
butchers’ shops. The Victorian Farmers 
Federations’ Pig Group president John 
Burke labelled the move a ‘most stupid 
decision’ due to the difficulty it will 
create for rural employers: ‘It will make 
it harder to source the people we need.’

Brazilian meat scandal 
Brazil, the world’s largest meat 
exporter, has been hit with export beef 
bans from some of its key markets 
following a major corruption scandal. 
On 17 March, Brazilian police 
announced: ‘Operation Weak Flesh’ – 
a two-year investigation that revealed 
evidence that some meatpackers had 
bribed crooked inspectors to pass off 
rotten and adulterated meat as safe. 
Food giants JBS SA and BRF SA have 
been caught up in the scandal. 

Six food processing plants were 
ordered to temporarily close and 
21 plants, included in the police 
investigation, were banned from 
exporting any product – although they 
may still produce for the domestic 
market. Following announcement of the 
investigation, China, Hong Kong, South 
Korea, Egypt, Chile, and the European 
Union announced import suspensions, 
most of which have now been lifted 
(although still restricting imports from 
plants under investigation). 

The Brazilian President Michel Temer 
has pointed out, several times, that 
only 184 consignments of meat were 
deemed by importers to be in violation 
of standards, among the 853,000 
consignments exported in 2016. The 
investigation has hit one of the few 
strong sectors in Brazil’s economy, 
which is experiencing its worst 
recession on record. 
Further sweeteners in 
Australia-Japan trade deal
The fourth round of tariff cuts 
negotiated through the Japan-Australia 
Economic Partnership Agreement 
(JAEPA) take effect from 1 April 2017 
with the big winners beef, seafood, 
cheese, fruit and honey. Japan is 
currently the second biggest importer 
of Australian agricultural products 
representing $4.7 billion worth of trade 
in 2016.

The largest tariff cuts will apply to 
chilled and frozen beef, dropping to 
29.9% and 27.2% respectively, down 
from 38.5%. Beef remains Australia’s 
leading agricultural export to Japan, 
worth $1.8 billion in 2016.

NT Government warns NBN 
on ‘technically inferior’ service
The Northern Territory Government 
has issued a warning to the National 
Broadband Network (NBN) saying 
it is too often rolling out ‘technically 
inferior’ satellite services. In a 
submission to a parliamentary 
committee, The NT Government’s 
submission says in a national disaster, 
satellite communications are likely to 

fail precisely at the time a community 
needs them most. Business owners in 
remote parts of the Territory, say their 
NBN satellite connection is at best 
patchy and that satellite signals drop 
out during severe weather.

Data sabotage could  
lead to failed crops 
A BBC news report has suggested 
that fake data – altering databases and 
documents without anyone noticing – 
is a fiendishly subtle and potentially 
very dangerous new cyber threat. 

The article says that centrally held 
data for a key metric such as soil 
fertility (used by many arable farmers 
to organise their planting schedules) 
is vulnerable to being changed and 
that, unless such an attack was noticed 
quickly, it could have devastating 
consequences because the sabotaged 
data would kick off actions that 
played out over months and years. If, 
for example, this data were changed 
it could end in failed crops, food 
shortages and, in a worst case scenario, 
famine. 

‘That data is used to drive another 
process, and lots of decisions are made 
on that basis,’ says Jason Hart from 
security firm Gemalto. ‘You have no 
way of going back once a decision is 
made and the impact has happened,’ 
says Mr Hart. ‘There’s a real amplifier 
effect to that kind of problem.’ 

Other scenarios could include the 
‘poisoning’ of supply chain data, so 
that the wrong stuff gets sent to the 
wrong places. 

Australian and international farm policy news
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In the news
Following agriculture’s bumper year in 2016, the Institute 
has been sought for comment on whether 2017 will be 
as successful. This was reported in Andrew Marshall’s 
FarmOnline article ‘Ag’s big money year unlikely to repeat 
in 2017’ (6/02/2017), and Isobel Roe’s ABC News report 
‘Bumper year in agriculture won’t be repeated, Queensland 
missed the boom: report’ (24/01/2017). 

Sue Neales’ article in The Australian (21/02/2017), ‘Gains 
ingrained as farmers ride on the sheep’s back again’, 
discussed the strengthening sheep market:

Australian Farm Institute director Mick Keogh welcomes the 
rebirth of buoyant sheep returns, hoping that will encourage 
greater diversification on cropping farms once again. 

He is critical of the advice of many agricultural consultants 
in the early 2000s to farmers to get rid of all their livestock, 
based purely on figures showing profits per hectare were 
greater with wheat and that 10,000 ha could be cropped by 
one farmer with big machinery.

The Institute’s role in the Precision to Decision project 
is also garnering media interest. Mike Foley’s ‘Digital 
check-up takes pulse of ag tech take-up’ article in The Land 
(7/03/2017) and Toni Somes’ article on ‘How digital ag 
and big data can help growers’ in the GRDC Groundcover 
magazine (25/01/2017) discuss the project goals.

As part of the project the Australian Farm Institute (AFI) has 
been tasked with the role of investigating how agricultural 
businesses in the United States are collecting, transferring and 
analysing data to provide farmers with decision-support tools 
that will lift productivity and improve management. 

‘Big data has the potential to impact all agriculture so the 
“Precision to Decision” project is a very positive collaborative 
effort to work through the implications for data ownership, 
transfer and analysis in Australia,’ Mr Heath said.
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Out and about
 Recently the Institute’s Executive Director, Mick Keogh, 
has spoken at: 

• Australia China Business Council Agribusiness Forum, 
Melbourne

• Australian Agribusiness Leadership Program, Melbourne
• Maia Technology Australian Ag-Tech 2017, Armidale, 

NSW
• GrainGrowers’ National Policy Council, Sydney.

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

• ABARES Outlook 2017 Conference, Canberra
• GRDC Farm Business Updates – Gulargambone, NSW; 

Dubbo, NSW; Temora, NSW; Clare, South Australia
• GrainGrowers’ National Policy Council, Sydney.

AFI staff update
Lucy Darragh has recently joined the Institute staff as a 
Research Officer. She previously worked as a Research 
Officer (Life Cycle Assessment) with the NSW Department 
of Industry; worked on the GRDC’s ‘National Grains 
Project’; and was a foot soldier for climate mitigation 
inventory data collection and grower communications 
nationwide. 

Lucy has extensive experience in broadacre field trial 
research and management due to her previous role as a 
Research Agronomist with Kalyx Australia. She has a 
Bachelor of Agriculture, from Charles Sturt University, and 
is currently completing a Master of Environmental Science 
and Management through the University of New England. 
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