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Competitive tensions

In my view

Markets are the key to growth and
prosperity – except when they don’t work

Mick Keogh, ACCC, and Terry
Richardson, ADF, on levelling
the dairy field

Richard Heath

Hindsight

Executive Director, AFI

Analysing competition policy
in agriculture

Articles about competition policy
often tend to open with a statement
along the lines of: Competition is
central to the operation of markets,
and fosters innovation, productivity
and growth, all of which create wealth
and reduce poverty. Even though
that statement is definitive, it will be
inevitably followed by a qualifier: but
markets do not always work well.

Markets not working well provide
an endless source of agricultural
policy discussion. Not surprisingly,
complaints of market failure, of
imbalance of power and monopolistic

(or monopsonistic1) behaviour, are
enticing and full of passion. They
usually involve the classic David and
Goliath battle of the small business
failing because of competition from
larger competitors, of big companies
using their market power to dictate
prices to suppliers, and of whole
industries declining because of a
1

A monopsony is a market structure where
single buyers can substantially control
a market of multiple sellers. This type of
market structure is becoming more of a
concern in agricultural economies where
there has been significant consolidation of
processing and retailing functions in the
supply chain.
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At the coarsest level,
Australian agriculture
has continued to grow
while consumers have
benefited from cheaper,
safer, and more abundant
food and fibre.

flood of cheap imports or
sustained low prices. The
villain is usually obvious
and easy to target.

In agriculture it is very
easy to focus on the
qualifier – but markets
do not always work well
– part of the discussion. There is no doubt that
there are many examples of poorly functioning
markets, examples that have had significant
and long-lasting impact on businesses and
industries. But, as would be expected, there is
inevitably much more complexity to the issue
once the big versus small dichotomy is removed
from the discussion and a more dispassionate
analysis is performed.

promise. Agricultural businesses in Australia are
consumers of inputs and so benefit from the
economically efficient provision of goods and
services through globally competitive markets.
But what about as suppliers of goods and
services? How does competition policy
help agricultural businesses on this side of
the equation? Part of the answer, according
to competition policy orthodoxy, is that
competition measures ensure that Australian
agricultural producers are efficient enough to
be able to compete in global markets. As export
markets currently account for two-thirds (by
value) of production, global competitiveness is
obviously incredibly important and inextricably
linked to the ongoing success of the industry.

Why is competition policy so important in
At the coarsest level, Australian agriculture
achieving this competitive stance when
has continued to grow while consumers have
participation in global markets has always been
benefited from cheaper, safer, and more
a big part of the story of Australian agriculture?
abundant food and fibre. These facts support
Post-European settlement, the production
the notion that competition in agricultural
of agricultural commodities for exports was
markets has delivered a net benefit to society
a significant part of the Australian economy
by way of increased innovation, productivity, and
and up until the end of the Second World War
growth. However, at what point does the cost
contributed to agriculture typically providing
(particularly the environmental and social cost)
more than 20% of the country’s GDP. However
embedded in that net benefit become too much
unconstrained competition and minimal
to bear? At what point does the benefit delivered
government assistance have really only been a
to consumers need to be tempered by the
feature of Australian agriculture since the time of
need to fairly distribute value created in supply
the Hilmer reforms of the mid-1990s.
chains? Addressing these questions
In 1992 the Australian
At what point does the
is a fundamental policy challenge for
Government
cost
–
particularly
the
delivering functioning agricultural
commissioned the
environmental and social
markets that deliver fair outcomes to
Hilmer review of
cost – embedded in that
all participants.
national competition
net benefit become too
policy in response
much to bear?
Why do we need
to declining
international
competitiveness
which was being
competition
reflected in record current account deficits. The
measures?
review put forward the imperative to develop
a national competition policy based on three
The fundamental principle of most competition
main factors: that Australia is for all practical
policy is to ensure that consumers receive the
purposes a single market; that many goods
full benefit of vigorous competition between
and services provided by the public sector
businesses to deliver goods and services. We
and some areas of agriculture were sheltered
are all consumers so obviously we all benefit
from international and domestic competition
from competition policy that delivers on that
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Figure 1:

Competition… drives businesses to operate
efficiently, innovate and invest in new
technologies, which allows Australia to
better compete in international markets.
Competition is also one of the surest
ways to lift long-term productivity growth,
which is what will keep wages growing and
improve our living standards.3

In the decade immediately following the Hilmer
review, more than 50 statutory marketing or
single desk marketing arrangements were
dismantled and by 2004 only vesting powers for
the NSW rice industry and regulatory control of
potato marketing in Western Australia remained.
In some sectors (e.g. dairy, wool and sugar)
the impact that removal of orderly marketing
arrangements would have on small or inefficient
farm businesses was recognised through the
provision of adjustment packages designed to
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Input, Output and Total Factor Productivity Indexes (five-year running average).

making them uncompetitive in the market
place; and that competition policy to that
point had been developed on a sectoral basis
rather than a broad national framework.2 Most
of the recommendations of the review were
implemented on the basis of the government
stance that:

2

2000

http://ncp.ncc.gov.au/docs/National%20
Competition%20Policy%20Review%20report,%20
The%20Hilmer%20Report,%20August%201993.pdf
https://treasury.gov.au/sites/default/files/2019-03/
Govt_response_comp-policy_factsheet.pdf

assist some businesses to exit the sector. The
policy die had been set; rather than government
assistance and orderly marketing, the future of
agriculture was to be driven by unconstrained
competition in free markets.

Although this central tenet of economic
policy has not wavered since then, the issues
associated with markets not always working
well have endured. In fact, while this article
was being written, the Federal Government
announced that it has tasked the Australian
Competition and Consumer Commission (ACCC)
to spend three months investigating bargaining
power imbalances across the perishable goods
sector. The inquiry will investigate whether
codes of conduct similar to the dairy code,
which was developed to address imbalance of
bargaining power in the dairy sector, should be
developed for other perishable goods sectors
and extended further into to the supply chain to
include retailers as well as processors.4

Has competition delivered
growth and prosperity?

The value of Australian agriculture has doubled
over the last two decades from around
$30 billion to just over $60 billion. Productivity
4

https://minister.awe.gov.au/littleproud/media-releases/
accc-inquiry
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has also been growing during this period (albeit
slowly) with most of the growth in Total Factor
Productivity (TFP)5 being delivered through
more efficient use of inputs (Figure 1, previous
page). In fact, output indexes have been steadily
declining since the mid-1990s when the national
competition policy was implemented. TFP has
continued to grow because inputs have declined
at a faster rate.
While correlation should not be confused with
causation, it is nonetheless interesting that
TFP growth slowed due to a decline in outputs
around the time of the Hilmer reforms. This
characterisation of the data is aligned with most
of the concern being expressed about markets
not distributing value fairly to all participants.

To be clear, Australian agriculture
is growing, and most direct
participants as well as the broader
community are prospering as a
result. However, growth is being
achieved through more and more
efficient use of resources – and
when the resources include land
and people, that translates to
bigger farms with fewer people on them. While
the consolidation of less efficient businesses
into bigger enterprises is the inevitable result
of competition – and is the reason that all of
us are experiencing higher standards of living
than previous generations – it is still a bitter
pill to swallow for those who are immediately
impacted.

The danger
ever-present in
consolidation trends
is going past the point
where industries
become so consolidated
that the benefits of
competition are lost.

5

TFP is a ratio that demonstrates how efficiently inputs
(labour, capital, land, materials and services) are used to
produce outputs (crops, wool, and livestock) over time.
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Over the long term, the squeeze
on profits is relentless which
leads to less investment in
research and development,
followed by less innovation
which in turn slows productivity
growth and prosperity.
The danger ever-present in consolidation trends
is going past the point where industries become
so consolidated that the benefits of competition
are lost. Monitoring this is one of the main
functions of competition regulators like the
ACCC, and is a focus of many of the competition
issues in Australian agriculture (particularly in
the post-farmgate part of the supply chain).

Short-term positive impacts of competition,
particularly in markets where there may have
been levels of protection previously, are easy to
be found. Lower prices and innovation dividends
are quickly realised. However, over the long term,
the squeeze on profits is relentless which leads
to less investment in research and development,
followed by less innovation which in turn slows
productivity growth and prosperity.

Getting the balance right

So are competition measures good or bad
for Australian agriculture? There is no correct
answer. While economists and productivity
experts might argue that the data clearly
demonstrates the overall benefits of
competition, for most others the answer to this
question will be much more subjective and will
depend entirely on the lived experience, industry
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ESG6 metrics that is
sector and personal
The innovation environment
circumstances of the
delivering investment
created in Australian
person being asked the
into new market-based
agriculture through the need
question. Competition
mechanisms for
to compete has resulted in an
measures have clearly
improvement of these
exciting, energised sector that
created a paradigm of
factors. Competitive
is attracting new interest,
Australian agriculture
markets may well deliver
participants, and investment.
being dependent
quick and easy gains in
on productivity and
these areas where public
efficiency gains for continued growth. Once
intervention and protectionist approaches have
again, whether this is a good or a bad thing will
as yet not delivered widespread or equitable
depend entirely on whether the question is
outcomes.
asked of the industry or the individual.
However, as with all markets, the key will be
My personal experience is that the innovation
balance. Balancing the value distributed to all
environment created in Australian agriculture by
participants, balancing the amount of efficiency
the need to compete has resulted in an exciting,
gain against the cost of consolidation. If this
energised sector that is attracting new interest,
balance can be achieved then no qualifier will
participants, and investment. I also see that
be needed to the statement that: Competition is
innovation and investment is starting to play
central to the operation of markets, and fosters
a significant role in addressing environmental
innovation, productivity and growth, all of which
and social issues which have to this point been
create wealth and reduce poverty.
a cost of the drive for productivity. There is
6 ESG metrics are Environmental, Social and Governance
now a focus on delivering environmental and
factors which companies and countries report against
to demonstrate how they are performing in delivering
social outcomes as part of reporting against
sustainability outcomes.
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Levelling the dairy field
Mick Keogh

Terry Richardson

Australian Competition
and Consumer
Commission (ACCC)

Australian Dairy
Farmers (ADF)

Deputy Chair

President

Mick was appointed as Commissioner of the
ACCC in February 2016, and then as Deputy Chair
of the ACCC in 2018. Mick’s diverse history with
the agriculture sector has included employment
as a farm manager, a university researcher, an
agribusiness consultant and a policy advisor. Mick’s
role at the ACCC includes involvement in a range
of committees and oversight of the small business,
franchising and agriculture units of the ACCC.
Mick was awarded the Order of Australia Medal
for services to agriculture in 2015 and was the
founding Executive Director of the AFI.

Terry is the President of Australian Dairy Farmers
(ADF). He has held many positions in the Australian
and New Zealand dairy industries, including as a
director of several companies and a consultant.
Terry has a Bachelor of Agricultural Economics, a
Diploma of Business Studies, and is a Member of
the Australian Institute of Company Directors.

Question 1 – Is consolidation of the dairy
industry inevitable – and is this good or bad?

Whether these changes are good or bad
depends on an individual’s perspective. A farmer
or a processor perceiving opportunities for
expansion because a competitor or neighbour
is ceasing production probably considers
consolidation in a positive light, whereas the
owner of a business forced to close down
because they can no longer compete would
have a much more negative perspective. The key
question is not whether consolidation is good or
bad, but whether any changes that are occurring
are a result of competition that is occurring in a
properly functioning market.

Mick Keogh, ACCC:

Consolidation has been occurring in the dairy
industry (at both a farm and processor level) for
at least the last 20 years, driven by a number
of factors. Productivity growth at the farm
level (milk production per cow has increased
by 24% from around 5,000 litres in 2000 to
6,200 litres in 2019) has outstripped demand
growth in regions with a domestic market focus,
keeping farmgate prices static and squeezing
out higher-cost producers. In the case of
export-focused dairy regions in southern
Australia, global developments (particularly the
removal of quotas in the EU and the Russian
embargo) have increased supply in export
markets, dampening prices, and again putting
pressure on higher-cost farm businesses.
At the processor level, a combination of
essentially static prices in domestic markets,
subdued export markets, and the productivity
gains available from increased investment in
processing infrastructure have also resulted in
consolidation (although some more specialised
small-scale processors catering to very specific
product or regional markets are emerging).
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The lessons available from the past are that
such changes are inevitable and will continue
into the future (and indeed are not confined
to dairy), that industries and businesses that
successfully respond to these changes remain
competitive and viable while those that don’t
respond inevitably decline.

Terry Richardson, ADF:

Farm consolidation is not unique to the
Australian dairy industry. It is in fact an inevitable
outcome for all agriculture commodities
operating in competitive Western market
economies. As economies become more
service orientated, productivity in the farming

In my view
sector increases, with a
smaller number of farms
producing same of higher
output. The number of
businesses in an industry is
not a measure of success or
economic contribution.

The majority of Australian dairy farms are family
owned and we can’t ignore the social cost on
dairying families as a result of consolidation.
But from a purely economic perspective,
consolidation has recorded positive results.
While the number of dairy farms has decreased
from 8,844 to 5,771 between 2005 and 2017,
the number of farmers employing labour
increased by 25% over the same period. Today
around 86% of dairy farms employ over 24,400
people. The gross value of dairy production has
also consistently increased, from $425 million
in 1970 to $4.2 billion now. The average profit
at full equity for a dairy farm during 1990–2000
was $40,000, but was $106,000 from 2010–19,
while the average dairy farm equity has
increased from $1.5 billion in 1990 to $4.4 billion
in 2019.
Question 2 – Will a mandatory code of
conduct for the dairy industry level the
playing field?

Mick Keogh, ACCC:

contract conditions
that gave considerable
latitude to processors
to make changes, while
restricting farmers. The
ACCC recommended
a Mandatory Code as
the best way to tackle the bargaining power
imbalance, by establishing minimum standards
of behaviour so risk is more evenly distributed
and competition for milk at the farmgate
improved. The extent to which the Dairy Code
‘levels’ the field in terms of how each consumer
dollar spent on dairy products is shared
between farmers and processors remains
to be seen. The first review of the Code’s
effectiveness (scheduled to commence on or
after January 2021) will provide an opportunity
to more fully answer this question.

The majority of Australian
dairy farms are family owned
and we can’t ignore the social
cost on dairying families as a
result of consolidation.

Terry Richardson, ADF:

The mandatory Dairy Industry Code of Conduct
will play a critical role in improving the playing
field between farmers and dairy processors,
but it is just one mechanism that is required
to address the market failure identified by the
ACCC Dairy Inquiry. The Code of Conduct has
clauses that will:

•
•

The Dairy Inquiry conducted by the ACCC
identified that the bargaining power imbalance
that exists between major dairy processors and
their individual farmer suppliers meant that, over
time, processors had transferred more and more
of the pricing pressure and risk they faced to
farmers, via the terms and conditions of their
milk supply agreements. That is, rather than
responding to the changing industry by finding
ways to manage the new risks they faced,
many simply transferred much of the pressure
onto their farmer suppliers. The most striking
example of this was the large retrospective
price step-downs announced by two major
processors in April 2016, but this ‘market
failure’ also manifests in other ways, including
overly complex and restrictive contracts,
impediments to farmers switching processors,
opaque and overly complicated pricing, and

•
•
•
•
•

provide clear and transparent price
signalling, methodology and negotiation
arrangements
offer notification periods for contract
variations and termination
never issue retrospective changes
honour loyalty payments

allow farmers to supply additional milk to
other processors

provide a dispute resolution process in the
event of a contract disagreement
stipulate other requirements like record
keeping.

These clauses, coupled with the implementation
of other actions, including a standardised
milk supply agreement template, provision
of contract and farm production advice,
and digitalisation of supply chains and milk
trading in real time, will provide greater
fairness, transparency, risk management and
professionalisation of contracts and trading in
the sector.
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Question 3 – What lessons should the rest
of Australian agriculture take from the dairy
market?

Mick Keogh, ACCC:

The structure of the dairy sector is not dissimilar
to that of a number of other agricultural sectors,
including wine grapes, chicken meat, a number
of horticulture sectors, and sugar. In each
case the market consists of a small number
of very large-scale processors, and a large
number of small-scale farmer-suppliers. In such
industries, there is often limited competition at
the processor level, and farmers may only have
available one or two businesses they can supply.
This means farmers have very limited bargaining
power, and sometimes fear retribution if they
challenge what processors are offering. Like
dairy farmers, they face unequal bargaining
power compared to processors in trying to
obtain what they consider to be a fair share of
the consumer dollar the sector generates. There
are some policy measures in place to address
this imbalance, including the ability to form
collective bargaining groups, unfair contract
terms legislation, and in some instances industry
codes. Which of these measures might be
appropriate for a particular sector, and whether
there is a need for additional or different policy
approaches are questions that policy-makers
and industry participants continue to grapple
with. Either too little, or too much regulation can
create problems in markets, and what works in
one sector may not necessarily in others.
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Terry Richardson, ADF:

There are several lessons that can be learned
from the dairy industry. Firstly, any form of
market intervention has to be designed to
address the specific market failure and not
cause undue cost or benefit to buyers or
sellers. The ACCC Dairy Inquiry and the other
nine dairy inquiries conducted by industry
and government over the past decade made
various recommendations consistent with
this principle. This included reforms seeking
to increase competition, marketing and price
setting transparency, reduce trade barriers,
professionalise contracting, encourage
investment in research, development and
extension, and reform industry structures.

Secondly, the capacity for price increases
through the dairy supply chain has been limited
since the introduction of discount milk in
2011. While retailers and – to a lesser extent
– processors, bear the greatest profitability
impact, they can offset these losses via margin
gain on other products. Dairy farmers have no
options. They are price-takers and only have a
single perishable product to sell.

Other commodity groups and sectors may have
similar outcomes to dairy. While consumers are
clearly benefiting from discount dairy products,
the extent of damage being caused across
industries and the economy more broadly
needs to be objectively determined. It is only
when this data and analysis is delivered can we
appropriately target market intervention.
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Analysing competition policy in agriculture
Teresa Fox, AFI Researcher, and
Katie McRobert, AFI General Manager
Retailers may ‘sell’ the idea of farming as
a bucolic lifestyle but in reality agriculture
is a competitive, market-driven business.
While Australian agriculture is primarily
export-focused, the domestic food market is
characterised by the dominance of the major
retailers – usually referred to as the duopoly
(Coles and Woolworths) – and increasing
consolidation in processing sectors.

Bargaining power imbalances are the subject of
another new government inquiry, but the issue
is hardly new. The sector’s history of statutory
marketing arrangements, the deregulation which
occurred through the 1990s and the structure of
markets in which Australian farmers are involved
have made competition policy a particular focus
of AFI work over the past decade.
In February 2012 Insights looked at the ACCC
findings on supermarket actions over the
infamous $1-a-litre milk campaign. The inquiry
addressed whether the supermarkets were
engaged in ‘predatory pricing’ for the purpose
of reducing competition, concluding that the
major reduction in milk prices seemed to have
been from a reduction in the supermarkets’
profit margins. A key issue highlighted was the
importance of market transparency to enable
efficiently functioning markets (Keogh, 2012).

Mick Keogh also discussed the neo-classical
notion of the ‘invisible hand’, i.e. the potential
of the perfectly competitive market. While
neo-classical economists often argue that
government intervention should be minimised
to improve the competitiveness and efficiency
of markets, this article noted the assertion of
Nobel-prize winning economist Joseph Stiglitz
that almost all markets could be improved with
government intervention (e.g. by correcting
unequal access to information, reducing
negative externalities or encouraging positive
externalities).
Across 2013–14 a series of blogs analysed
unfolding events in the competition policy
landscape.

In July 2013, Keogh took aim at the general
failures of competition policy in Australia using
the example of investigations into supermarkets
abusing market power with suppliers. Such
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investigations require an extensive informationgathering process to ensure that evidence
can withstand scrutiny in a court of law. This
effectively means that victims of unfair practices
are likely to have gone broke or suffered severe
financial damage before the ACCC can even get
to the point of being able to take action (Keogh,
2013a). In contrast, preventative measures are
used in the EU and US which include mandatory
reporting of stocks and use of the HerfindahlHirschman Index to calculate the degree of
concentration.
Not long after this, the ‘dumped’ Italian
tomatoes issue hit headlines in November
2013, highlighting the weaknesses in Australian
competition laws. This case reaffirmed that it
is only possible for findings to be made well
after the damage has occurred and Australian
businesses have suffered significant financial
harm, and the recurring theme of data gaps.
The Anti-Dumping Commission had to rely on
data provided by the retailers to conduct the
investigation, which was often very difficult to
verify (Keogh, 2013b).

By June 2014, the narrative was shifting to
query the long-term costs of the immediate
consumer benefits resulting from Australia’s
competition policy strategy. This blog noted
the sobering fact that Australia had become
a net importer of processed food, despite
being one of the largest net exporters of fresh
produce. Pure economic theory might suggest
that this position came about due to Australia’s
high wages; however, there are other high
wage-paying countries with food on our shelves.
Keogh suggested we might instead blame the
leveraging of market power by the supermarket
duopoly and detailed the dark side of intense
pressure on supply chains. Loss of processing
in Australia resulted in decreased consumer
choice and supply chain components moving
offshore, limiting the ability of the supply side
to respond to changes in demand and thus a
potential loss to the economy (Keogh, 2014c).
This theme was expanded upon in August 2014
with a lengthy piece looking at the background
to the issue – still relevant to today’s debate
– which stretches back to the era of statutory
marketing boards for Australian agricultural
commodities. Most of these were set up in
response to farmers’ concerns about the
behaviour of downstream market participants,

Hindsight
and the perceived inequity of individual farmer’s
bargaining power relative to other supply chain
actors. Between 1990 to 2008, most of these
statutory arrangements were dismantled.
Most agricultural marketing arrangements in
Australia now operate within the legal framework
established by the Australian Competition and
Consumer (ACC) Act of 2010. In contrast to
statutory arrangements, which prioritised the
interests of farmers, the focus of the ACC Act is
very much on the consumer (Keogh, 2014b).
A subsequent article published in September
2014 discussed the draft review of Australian
competition laws chaired by Prof. Ian Harper.
While the views of the review panel noted that
competition policy should “make markets
work in the long-term interests of consumers”,
Keogh asserted this principle isn’t qualified
and creates the impression that consumer
benefit is paramount regardless of cost: for
example, that the misuse of market power by
dominant market participants is acceptable
as long as the consumer benefits by cheaper
prices. While this was not likely to have been
the panel’s intention, it is important that policy
directives are unambiguous in communication
of intention (Keogh, 2014a). These issues were
also discussed at the AFI’s 2014 Australian
Agriculture Roundtable.

In a 2017 blog on Australian chicken meat
processing, Richard Heath noted that
consolidation in value chains is detrimental to
competition, as it leads to virtually all of the
risk taken by the farmer being concentrated in
one factor: namely, the ability to negotiate an
acceptable supply agreement with a processor
(2017). The Summer 2017–18 Farm Policy
Journal contained papers interrogating the
effects of consolidation and competition
in agricultural markets, both domestic and
overseas, noting in the editorial that:
“Finding the right balance between
markets that are highly concentrated, and
markets that exhibit healthy competition,
is an enduring challenge that confronts
agricultural policy-makers.”

Issues canvassed in this edition included
whether efficiency gains arising from
consolidation outweigh the small consumer
price increases that typically occur, and the
change of focus from consumer impacts of
concentrated food markets to how farmers are
impacted (due in part to the declining proportion
of expenditure in household budgets attributed
to food).

Papers noted that vertical coordination
(facilitated by contracting) can be beneficial to
farms and enhance efficiency in food systems
(Saitone & Sexton, 2017), and horizontal mergers
between competing agricultural firms in the
US frequently result in price increases for
consumers (MacDonald, 2017).
Authors also considered the role of technology
in enabling consolidation, particularly in the
example of the US dairy industry. On the
negative side, it was suggested that the digital
agriculture revolution could have a potentially
detrimental affect on competition by locking
farmers into a particular technology brand of
production system.

Against this background of intense policy
scrutiny, the 2020 John Ralph Essay
Competition will investigate whether
competition measures are delivering a fair go
for farm businesses. Finalists will be published in
the Summer 2020 Farm Policy Journal.
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Not an MLA member?
Meat & Livestock Australia invests levies and other funding in research and marketing activities
that contribute to producer profitability, sustainability and global competitiveness.

MLA members receive:
Feedback magazine delivered to your mailbox,
five times a year
weekly e-newsletters with latest market and
industry news
the opportunity to vote at MLA’s Annual
General Meeting
invitations to events throughout Australia
eligibility to apply for funding via MLA’s
CoMarketing Program.

Join nearly 50,000 livestock producers and sign up at
mla.com.au/membership or call 1800 023 100
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We are making an impact.
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the November 2020 issue, Insights will be available by
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What happens next?

Feature

3

Emerging policy responses to COVID-19
impacts on Australian agriculture

Going through the mill

Richard Heath

Rob Gordon and Emma Germano
discuss policy and agriculture
sector impacts from the COVID-19
pandemic

Executive Director, AFI
The world is a very different place
now compared to when the last
Insights was released. The February
newsletter was released the day after
the Commonwealth Government
implemented its emergency response
plan for COVID-19 and before the
first death attributable to the disease
in Australia. Ironically, the focus of
that edition was disease risk and
biosecurity incursions, however I
am sure that most people at that
stage thought that the devastation
wrought upon various fisheries from
disease outbreaks was far removed
from any analogous threat to human

populations. While there is historical
precedent of massive pandemics (and
indeed recent experience of slightly
less globally impactful diseases such
as Ebola and SARS), the scale of the
disruption caused by COVID-19 has
not been seen by most people alive
today.
Now that the immediate health threat
has been supressed in Australia,
attention is turning to whether this
current disruption has permanent
implications that will change the ways
we experience our day-to-day lives,
run businesses and interact with

In my view
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Discoveries
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Feedback on the Farm
Biodiversity Scheme
Hindsight
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Agriculture as a buffer against
economic shocks
Webinar
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Conservation Agriculture in 2030
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John Ralph Essay Competition 2020

For more than 15 years Insights has delivered unique
observations and analysis on the topics shaping Australian
agriculture, featuring articles from industry experts and
policy leaders.
Become part of the AFI community to help us to keep
producing quality Insights into the policy issues impacting
Australian farmers.
Become a Friend of the AFI for just $33/year to receive:
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Getting better will not be good enough

In my view

– The wicked problem of biosecurity

Melinee Leather and Paul Zalai
give their views on current threats
to our biosecurity

Patrick Hone, Annabel Boyer, Matt Barwick,
Toby Piddocke & Jennifer Marshall
Fisheries Research and Development Corporation (FRDC)
Over the past 30 years, Australian
seafood industries have been
devastated by a steady march of
disease outbreaks affecting finfish and
shellfish, often with little or no warning.
In 1995, dead pilchards (now called
sardines) washed up on Farm Beach
west of Port Lincoln, foreshadowing
the onset of mass mortalities caused
by the Pilchard Orthomyxovirus.
Ten years later, dead abalone were
found on reefs adjacent to Port Fairy,
again victims of viral disease. Five
years after that, the deadly Pacific
Oyster Mortality Syndrome (POMS)
was discovered in the Georges
River, Sydney, and subsequently

spread to Tasmania. Then, on the
22nd of November 2016, a few very
observant prawn farmers in southeast
Queensland reported unusual prawn
behaviour in their farm ponds. By the
30th of November, White Spot Disease
(WSD) was positively identified, and an
economically damaging and socially
destructive outbreak was underway.
These examples are just four of the
disease episodes that have occurred
in the last 30 years. Each episode
has been devastating, and all have
starkly illustrated aquatic disease
management’s primary challenge:
the underwater world has no fences.
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to look forward
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Conservation Agriculture in 2030
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Agriculture

Activities

16

Vol. 16, No. 4, November Quarter 2019

Evidence matters:
15 years of farm policy

Discoveries

Richard Heath

In my view

Discussion about Australian
agriculture seems more emotionally
charged right now than at any time in
recent history. Whether it be response
to drought, climate change action, the
future of animal agriculture or a host
of other issues, informed and rational
debate is often replaced by hostile
tribes yelling at each other with no
interest in exploring a middle ground.
The provision of evidence to inform
rational debate about agricultural
policy is why the Australian Farm

Institute (AFI) exists. In this post-truth
politics era, delivering evidencebased policy research to a receptive
audience can be a challenge, yet the
purpose of the AFI is in many ways
more important now than at any point
since the AFI’s inception.

So, what is that purpose and how is it
still relevant in today’s environment,
15 years after the establishment of
the Institute? What has changed in this
time, and what has stayed the same?

The next Insights issue will focus on ‘20/20 vision’ for the sector: how will
Australian agriculture respond to the challenges thrown up from this year’s
disruption and what has changed about our vision for the coming decade?
Sign up to be a Friend of the AFI to preserve your access to this bellwether
of farm policy trends.
We will be in touch with all current recipients of Insights regarding options
for continued access – if you are not on our mailing list, visit our new
website at farminstitute.org.au from October 2020 onwards for more
information on how we’re making it easier to support the Institute with
a new tiered membership structure.

Farm Institute Insights

Executive Director, Australian Farm Institute

• Electronic access to Farm Institute Insights (4 issues p/a)*
• Discounts to AFI Webinars
• Regular updates on new AFI publications and upcoming
events
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Valuing Agriculture’s Natural Capital

8

Manu Saunders, Stuart Whitten,
Francisco Ascui & Richard Eckard
answer questions from
the Roundtable

Research Fellow Insights

Please email Kylie Smith at smithk@farminstitute.org.au with any queries
about AFI membership.

12

Fiona Dempster on farming
the environment
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14

The changing proteins landscape

Activities
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* Print subscriptions to Insights will be available at extra cost through our online shop, where
you can also access other AFI products such as the Farm Policy Journal, subscription
bundles or membership packages.

AFI staff picks

The watch list:
What we are reading, listening to and watching
In this chaotic year of changed routines, many
of us have found ourselves with more time than
usual to catch up on those books, long-form
articles, podcasts and documentaries which
we’d earmarked to watch ‘one day’. In this
edition we’re starting a new feature in which
we recommend some of the gems which have
caught our eye, sparked the imagination or
challenged our thinking.

Feel free to share your interesting finds with us
via info@farminstitute.org.au and we’ll start a list
of recommendations on our new website in the
coming months.

Katie’s picks:

Post-truth explained
in pictures
The Oatmeal: Believe
This engaging and very clever cartoon strip
neatly illustrates the issues we face when belief
and emotion cloud the rational acceptance of
facts. If you’ve already read the Winter 2020
Farm Policy Journal you’ll be familiar with the
argument, and also aware that this is not an
“other people” problem but a trap we all fall into.
If you haven’t yet read the edition, it’s a great
primer for the issues. Compulsory reading!
(Warning: this may be a cartoon but there’s
some strong language employed – not for kids.)
https://theoatmeal.com/comics/believe

The slippery truth about
eels and knowledge

The New Yorker: Where do
eels come from?
Following on the post-truth theme, this article
looks at knowledge and assumptions through
the lens of a surprisingly modern scientific
mystery: the origin of European eels, Anguilla
anguilla. While eels were widely consumed
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across Europe for centuries, their reproductive
cycle was – despite the best investigative
efforts – a mystery until just 100 years ago. To
put that in context, we had invented cars, traffic
lights, instant cameras, TV and jukeboxes before
we understood how a basic food source was
able to reproduce. And although we now know
where European elvers come from (spoiler alert:
the Sargasso Sea), there is still much that is not
understood about their life cycle. A sobering
lesson in not assuming that “we know everything
already”.
https://www.newyorker.com/magazine/
2020/05/25/where-do-eels-come-from

Food systems and
land use transitions

ClimateWorks: 10 food and
land use transitions
The Food and Land Use Coalition has identified
10 global transitions to create more sustainable,
resilient food and land use systems, and
ClimateWorks Australia is publishing a series
of short papers on the current state of play in
Australia for each transition. There are some
good short reads on scaling productive and
regenerative agriculture, strengthening rural
and regional livelihoods, and ecosystems
rehabilitation to be found here.
https://lnkd.in/dAE-p59

Richard’s picks:

Freakishly unintended
outcomes

Freakonomics: How the
supermarket helped America
win the cold war
The Freakonomics podcast series is a
fascinating exploration of just about everything!

AFI staff picks
While it explores diverse and entertaining
topics the core theme of the series is about
how economic principles and theories can
explain so much of our modern society. This
episode, a favourite of mine, delves into how the
agricultural policies put in place post-Second
World War by the United States – which were
initially intended to dominate the USSR – have
had the effect of shaping much of the global
food system that we know today.
https://www.freakonomics.com/podcast/
farms-race-rebroadcast/

Barley barely bearing up

The Interpreter: Getting back
to harvest
Tariffs imposed on Australian agricultural
products entering China have been constantly
in the news cycle in recent times. The Lowy
Institute has produced an excellent summary
of the technical aspects of how barley
tariffs progressed through the various trade
agreements in place. While there are obvious
political overtones in the dispute, there is still a
process that has been gone through to apply the
tariffs. The Lowy article highlights how important
good data is in defending claims of dumping and
how – in this case – a lack of industry data was
not helpful in resolving the dispute.
https://www.lowyinstitute.org/the-interpreter/
getting-back-harvest-way-forward-afterchina-s-barley-tariff

Sally’s pick:

Farmers diversifying
into infotainment

New York Times: In a wistful
age, farmers find a new angle
This New York Times article on “chore TV”
reports on US farmers who have taken their
social media presence from marketing their
primary products to becoming the product. It
tells of Morgan Gold whose duck farm makes
US$2,500-4,000 per month in advertising
from YouTube – which is about eight times
what he makes from selling poultry and eggs.
Farmer Justin Rhodes has more than 2,000

Image credit: Matthew Inman, The Oatmeal

YouTube fans who pay fees of up to US$249
for membership and private instruction. Other
farmers earn money from product endorsement
deals. This development not only provides an
extra income stream for smallholder “farmerinfluencers” but also offers a haven from stress
for the usually urban content subscribers,
particularly in lockdown.
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/08/07/us/
farmer-influencer-youtube.html

Teresa’s pick:

Bennett’s law meets
COVID-19

AEGIC blog: An old truth,
rediscovered
This three-part blog series by Professor Ross
Kingwell, chair of the AFI Research Advisory
Committee and chief economist at AEGIC,
applies Bennett’s law to the ongoing COVID-19
situation. This economic principle, introduced
in 1941, states that as people’s incomes
rise their diets transition from calorie-dense
towards nutrient-dense foods; that is, more
fresh produce, fish, meat and dairy rather than
grains and staple products. Professor Kingwell
uses this economic principle to discuss whether
Australian grains will be a winner or loser in
COVID-related global dietary changes. Read the
first blog of the series here, and make sure you
seek out the rest.
https://www.grainsinnovation.org/blog/
2020/6/23/45-an-old-truth-rediscovered
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AFI Update

A year of changes
In keeping with the prevailing 2020 theme
of adaptation, the AFI will be making some
significant changes in coming months.

The most visible change will be the launch
of our new website, which will be much more
user-friendly and provide a better repository
for our extensive range of agricultural policy
publications than the existing site. The new site
will feature improved search functionality and
intuitive linking of topics to AFI’s current and
historical body of work.

We are also changing the way people access
AFI information to better reflect the value of our
work and to offer easier channels of support
for the Institute. For example, Insights has
delivered unique observations on topics shaping
Australian agriculture more than 15 years at no
cost to the reader; however, as readership has
increased the compilation and publication of
Insights has become a substantial expense. As
such, from November 2020 we will be charging
a small fee for an annual subscription to Insights
to help cover these costs.

As workplaces and communications increasingly
move online, we will also reduce our footprint by
encouraging members and subscribers to take
up a digital-only option for our publications. Print
subscriptions will still be available through our
online shop, where you can also access other
AFI products such as research reports, individual

issues of the Farm Policy Journal, subscription
bundles or membership packages.

These changes will mean an entry-level
membership option to the Institute can be offered
for just $33 per annum, which includes digital
access to Insights. Existing members can choose
to retain their current benefits including hard
copies of the Farm Policy Journal and Insights, or
‘step down’ to a digital-only subscription package
to save money and resources.*
As a not-for-profit institute, we hope these
shifts will help us meet the costs of producing
cutting-edge policy analysis while also enabling
more affordable access points for membership.
If you are not yet a member, we hope you will
consider becoming part of the AFI community
and help us continue to enhance the economic
and social wellbeing of farmers and the
agricultural sector in Australia by conducting
highly credible policy research, and promoting
the outcomes of that work to policy-makers and
the wider community.

Stay tuned for more news on these
developments to the way you engage with the
AFI – we will keep you posted via email, post or
our social media channels as the changes come
into effect.
*

Please note: if you are already a paid member of AFI,
we will be in touch soon regarding options to save with
digital-only options.

Platinum & Gold AFI Corporate Partners

AFI Corporate Partners

