
9:00–10:30 am  |   SESSION 1: REASONS TO ADVOCATE

KEYNOTE:  Tony Mahar – CEO, National Farmers’ Federation (NFF)

As CEO of the peak national body representing farmers and agriculture across Australia, Tony Mahar 
leads one of Australia’s foremost advocacy organisations. Tony will open the conference with his 
experience of advocating on behalf of Australia’s many diverse primary producers. 
Following the keynote address, a panel featuring leaders of agricultural policy research 
organisations from around the world will discuss global factors influencing advocacy and policy 
development. 

Richard Heath – Executive Director, Australian Farm Institute (AU)

Shari Rogge-Fidler – President & CEO, Farm Foundation (US)

Mark Titterington –  Senior Adviser, Strategy & Partnerships, Forum for the Future  
of Agriculture (EU)

Tyler McCann – Managing Director, Canadian Agri-Food Policy Institute

10:30–11:00 pm  |  MORNING TEA

Program is current as at 6/03/2022

How do we as individuals, or collectives, ensure that our voice is heard on issues that are 
important and that our concerns are genuinely considered when decisions are made that 
impact on us? 
We advocate – or we have people advocate on our behalf. 
Advocacy is the process by which individuals or organisations take actions which are 
designed to gain political or community support for a particular goal. 
Advocacy is therefore an important activity for setting the operating conditions of agriculture 
in Australia. However, the environment in which advocacy operates in is anything but stable. 
The political, economic and community constructs that advocacy attempts to influence 
continues to change at pace. Advocacy must adapt to these changes to remain relevant and 
effective, and endeavour to thrive in the face of change rather than just survive.
To understand how Australian agriculture is positioned to advance its cause, the AFI’s annual 
conference is asking Where to next for agricultural advocacy? The conference features 
speakers and panellists with deep knowledge of the advocacy environment and will deliver 
insight into the future of advocacy for Australian agriculture. 

?

WHERE
Ag ADVOCACY

ToNEXT FOR
AFI CONFERENCE | 7 March 2022

W H ER E TO N E X T FO R  
AG ADVOCACY? 
IN PERSON: Stranger’s Room,  
NSW Parliament, SYDNEY 
OR ONLINE



2

11:00 am – 12:30 pm  |  SESSION 2: ADVOCACY IN PRACTICE

What does effective advocacy look like? Five panellists from a variety of industries who have worked 
either as proponents or targets of advocacy (or both) will each answer the questions:
• What is the most important advocacy outcome you have witnessed?
• What is the most effective advocacy method you have been part of?
• What are the biggest advocacy mistakes you have seen?

The speakers will then join a panel to discuss a theoretical ‘advocacy best practice playbook’.

Andrew McConville – CEO, Australian Petroleum Production and Exploration (APPEA)
Natasa Sikman – Climate Policy Manager, Australian Forest Products Association (AFPA)
Kelly O’Shanassy – CEO, Australian Conservation Foundation
Mitch Hooke AM – former CEO, Minerals Council of Australia
James Jackson – President, NSW Farmers’ Association

12:30 –1:30 pm  |  LUNCH

1:30–3:00 pm  |  SESSION 3: HOW WELL ARE WE DOING?

What are the highlights and lowlights, strengths and weaknesses of Australian agricultural 
advocacy? Is it capturing hearts and minds and influencing decision makers? If not, why not?

Emma Germano – President, Victorian Farmers Federation  
– Inconvenient truths: how to advocate for things you know must change

Georgie Somerset AM – General President, AgForce  
– Advocacy and activism: where should Australian ag sit on this spectrum?

Matt Linnegar – CEO, Australian Rural Leadership Foundation  
– When representation is no longer leadership

Natalie Sommerville – President, Australian Women in Agriculture  
– How inclusive is ag advocacy?

3:00–3:30 pm  |  AFTERNOON TEA

3:30–5:10 pm  |  SESSION 4: CHARTING THE COURSE

To be effective in a mercurial environment, advocates must change as fast as – or faster than – 
society is changing around them. In this session, experienced advocates will unpack the challenges 
and opportunities facing Australian agricultural advocacy and offer a vision for the future path.

Cathy McGowan AO – former independent MP – ‘Voices of…’ – lessons for Australian agriculture
Josh Gilbert – Indigenous Consultant, Agriculturist & Innovator  

– Can Aus ag progress without being progressive?
Aly Bunton – Public Affairs Manager – Crop Science, Bayer  

– Advocating with a target on your back 
Renee Anderson – cotton farmer & Nuffield scholar  

– Speaking up when it’s hard: at what cost?
Niall Blair – former NSW Minister for Primary Industries, Water, Lands, Trade and Industry 

– Regenerating agricultural advocacy

5:10–6:00 pm  |  BREAK

6:00–7:00 pm  |  PRE-DINNER DRINKS

7:00 pm  |  DINNER SESSION: WHAT DOES IT ALL MEAN?

Richard Heath, AFI ED, in discussion with Fiona Simson, NFF President. 
Fiona has held arguably the most visible role in Australian agricultural advocacy for the past five 
and a half years. Fiona will close the conference with her experiences of advocating for Australian 
farmers, her observations on the day’s discussion and her thoughts on the future of ag advocacy.
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Aly Bunton
Alexandra (Aly) Bunton joined Bayer in 2021 as Public Affairs 
Manager, Crop Science, looking after government relations, stakeholder 
engagement, and issues management. Aly is passionate about science 
communication and the role that evidence-based plant technologies can 
play in agricultural innovation and sustainability. 

Niall Blair
The Hon. Niall Blair is a highly skilled professional with more 
than 20 years of experience across government and private sectors, 
specialising in risk management, agribusiness and sustainability. Niall is 
a proven strategic and innovative thinker who has played a leading role in 
transitioning several industries as well as improving their understanding 
of market trends and consumer sentiment.

Niall is a passionate advocate for the food and fibre production sectors, 
demonstrating not only leadership, but courage and resilience to inspire 
and drive change. His achievements have been particularly notable in 
areas such as waste reduction, animal welfare, social licence, climate 
change and global markets.

Niall is the Chairman of Elf Farm Supplies Pty Ltd and a Non-Executive 
Director of White Prince Mushrooms Pty Ltd. Previously, Niall was the 
CEO of RegenCo, and Chairman and Non-Executive Director for the 
NSW Biodiversity Conservation Trust – where he played a key role in 

using public and private resources to deliver a healthy, productive and resilient environment in NSW. Other past roles 
include Professor of Food Sustainability at Charles Sturt University and Co-Chair of the NSW Circular Economy 
Research Taskforce. 

Prior to this Niall served as a senior member of the NSW Parliament for nine years. During his tenure he was appointed 
NSW Minister for Primary Industries, Water, Lands, Trade and Industry and Deputy Leader of the Government in the 
Legislative Council. 

Niall holds a Masters of Occupational Health and Safety and a Bachelor of Horticultural Science. He is also a graduate 
of the Australian Institute of Company of Directors.

Renée Anderson
An irrigation farmer from Emerald, Queensland, Renée and her family 
grow mixed irrigated crops, including cotton, chickpeas and popcorn, 
across a 455-hectare operation. She also works part-time as the Central 
Highlands Regional Manager for Cotton Australia. For more than 25 
years, Renée has been a part of the cotton and agricultural community 
in crop weed, disease and insect research, agronomy, mixed cropping 
irrigation farming and as an accredited BMP advisor. She is passionate 
about strong rural communities, the people in them, agricultural 
advocacy, biosecurity and the continual improvement of farming practices 
through research and policies that empower farmers to constantly work 
towards sustainability goals in the face of challenging times. 
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Joshua Gilbert
Joshua is a Worimi man, whose family ancestors are recorded as 
having the first recorded birth in a cave in the Gloucester mountains. 
His connection to the Worimi nation stems through both his parents, 
tracing back to the Bugg family. Josh shares the narration of Indigenous 
identity through agricultural truths in light of modern contexts. He 
is undertaking higher degree research at Charles Sturt University, is 
the Indigenous Co-Chair of Reconciliation NSW and was recently 
recognised within the world’s top 50 young gastronomers. 

Josh’s work seeks to connect traditional Aboriginal knowledge and 
history to current contexts, translating past wisdoms and learning to 
the opportunities of the future. His work brings together the old and 
the new, weaving them together to develop new insights and findings. 
He is an entrepreneur and business advisor, working predominantly in 
the Aboriginal cultural, agricultural and environmental spheres. He has 
worked with numerous not for profits, businesses and government to 

develop change and bring people on a journey of change. Josh pursues transformation through modern truth telling, 
bringing new concepts to the forefront through acknowledgement of the past.

Richard Heath
Richard is Executive Director of the Australian Farm Institute, an 
independent agricultural policy research organisation. Richard is a 
Nuffield Scholar and was a farmer at Gunnedah for 20 years until 
2012. Previous to his current role Richard was Associate Professor of 
Agronomy and Farm Management at the University of Sydney. He 
is currently also a director of the Grains Research and Development 
Corporation and member of the CSIRO Agriculture and Food advisory 
committee. 

Emma Germano
Emma Germano is Managing Director of her family mixed operation  
I Love Farms. Growing fresh vegetables for local and export markets, as 
well as running sheep and beef cattle, I Love Farms has a firm focus on 
sustainability and strives to connect with Australian consumers. I Love 
Farms has a farm-gate store which assists to increase the community’s 
understanding of food and fibre production. 

Emma is the current Victorian Farmers Federation President and Board 
Member of the Melbourne International Flower and Garden Show.

Emma is also a Nuffield Scholar (2014), her research examining global 
export opportunities for Australian primary producers. 

Ultimately, Emma strives to be a strong voice, representing Australian 
growers and ensuring a vibrant and sustainable future for agriculture in 
Australia.
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James Jackson
James is a sheep and cattle grazier, veterinarian and agripolitician. James 
has been a Guyra district farmer since 1983 when he took over the 
family farm. As a sheep and cattle producer he has a commercial Merino 
and beef cattle operation in New England. As a vet he has worked on 
all sorts of issues but has a special interest in Ovine reproduction and 
has worked in Papua New Guinea on tuberculosis eradication in water 
buffalo. Agripolitics has seen him spend a considerable amount of 
time on national and state bodies developing strategies on issues such 
as marketing, health and welfare. More recently he has been a NSW 
Farmers board member and is currently President.

Mitch Hooke AM
Mitchell H Hooke (Mitch) is globally recognised for his in-depth 
knowledge and strategic leadership in both Australian and global public 
policy advocacy, and commercial operational practices, spanning over 
35 years as a national and international industry leader across the 
agricultural, food and grocery, and mining industries.

Mr Hooke was raised on a sheep property in Victoria’s Western District 
and was educated at The Geelong College, Victoria. He completed 
a Bachelor of Rural Science and a First Class Distinction Thesis in 
agricultural industrial politics at the University of New England, NSW. 
He started his career as an agricultural advisor/agronomist on the 
Darling Downs in Southern Queensland where he was a pioneer of zero/
reduced tillage farming systems.

He moved to Canberra in 1988 where he consecutively served as Chief 
Executive Officer of the Grains, Food and Grocery, and Minerals Councils 

of Australia (MCA), retiring from both the MCA and the International Council on Mining and Metals end of 2013. Mr 
Hooke was a former Non-Executive Director of the Chicago-based private equity company, Elgin National Industries, 
is a recently retired Non-Executive Director of Rex Minerals, and continues as Chairman of Partners in Performance 
International, as a Non-Executive Director of GTL Energy Ltd and the Menzies Research Centre, and is a Member of the 
Advisory Board to Micromine Pty Ltd and a Member of the Company of Winifred West (Frensham) Schools.

Mr Hooke was the University of New England Distinguished Alumni for 2010… “in recognition of his contribution to the 
nation’s social and economic welfare through strategic leadership and development of public policy”

Mr Hooke was subsequently appointed as a Member in the General Division of the Order of Australia (AM) on 
Australia Day 2016… “for significant service to business, particularly to the mining and minerals sector, to policy development, 
research and trade opportunities and to the Indigenous community”
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Tyler McCann
Tyler leads the team at the Canadian Agri-Food Policy Institute (CAPI), 
with a focus on developing creative policy solutions for the agri-food 
system. Prior to joining CAPI, he served clients including farm groups, 
agri-food businesses and industry associations with policy and project 
management, strategic planning, market development and association 
management. He spent a decade inside Canada’s federal government 
advising Ministers on policy matters. He and his wife operate a cattle 
farm in Western Quebec.

Tony Mahar
Tony comes from a farming background in South Western Victoria and 
has worked in and around agriculture for the majority of his working 
life. He has experience in working with global food manufacturers, 
major Australian agribusinesses and the Commonwealth Department of 
Agriculture. He was appointed NFF CEO in March 2016 after holding 
the positions of Trade and Economics Manager and Deputy CEO. 
He has tertiary qualifications in agricultural commerce from Sydney 
University and a masters degree in industry policy from Australian 
National University.

Matt Linnegar 
Matt Linnegar joined the Australian Rural Leadership Foundation 
(ARLP) in 2014, becoming the first program alumnus to lead the 
organisation. He is responsible for ensuring the Foundation achieves its 
aims for capacity-building in rural, regional and remote Australia. He 
knows first-hand the power of collaboration and connection to achieve 
great things and empower leaders to achieve their goal. Matt has worked 
for over 25 years in for-purpose, representative and commercial roles 
focused on leadership, agriculture, water, natural resource management, 
trade and marketing. He is passionate about building capacity in rural, 
regional and remote Australia. Before joining the Foundation, Matt 
was CEO of the National Farmers’ Federation, working on some of the 
most complex challenges facing the rural sector. Past leadership roles 
include working as general manager, corporate and customer operations 
at Murrumbidgee Irrigation Limited; executive director at Ricegrower’s 
Association of Australia; and marketing coordinator, South-East Asia, 
for the Australian Meat and Livestock Corporation (now MLA). Matt 
is a director of the Telstra Foundation, Agribusiness Australia, and The 
Leadership Network. He is also president of the Carwoola Community 
Association and serves on the Charles Sturt University Strategic Advisory 
Committee, Bush Summit Advisory Panel, and Investing in Rural 
Communities Reference Panel. Matt is a graduate of Course 7 of the 
ARLP and a fellow of the Australian Institute of Company Directors.
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Kelly O’Shanassy
Kelly O’Shanassy is the CEO of the Australian Conservation Foundation 
and a sustainability leader, experienced in executive roles in business, 
government and the community sector. In her career, Kelly has led 
the charge to boost clean energy, make homes more energy and water 
efficient and recycling cheaper and easier. She’s helped protect and 
restore Australia’s rivers and forests.

She has a track record of building people power to advocate for a better 
future. She is also respected for her work in helping business leaders 
advocate for a modern and sustainable economy, culminating in Kelly 
being recognised amongst the top 100 business women in Australia in 
the Telstra Business Women’s Awards. When not advocating for nature, 
you can find her kayaking along Australia’s rivers.

Andrew McConville 
Andrew McConville is the Chief Executive Officer of the Australian 
Petroleum Production and Exploration Association, a position he has 
occupied since April 2019. Andrew has more than 25 years international 
experience across a range of industries and with government in advocacy, 
policy, corporate affairs and commercial operations. Before joining 
APPEA in April 2019 he spent a decade with global agribusiness 
Syngenta, in external affairs and communications.

Cathy McGowan AO
Cathy McGowan came to national attention when she won the seat of 
Indi as an independent in 2013.  The community backed her again in 
2016.  In 2019 Indi made Australian political history when Dr Helen 
Haines was elected as Indi’s second, independent woman. During her 
time as a politician Cathy actively worked in Parliament to develop policy 
around regional development, constitutional change for first nations 
people and a solution to the indefinite detention of asylum seekers.  In 
2019 she was awarded The Accountability Round Table award for 
political integrity. She is an Officer in the Order of Australia, a Churchill 
fellow and lives very happily on her farm in the Indigo Valley in NE 
Victoria. 
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Natasa Sikman
Natasa Sikman is the Senior Climate Policy Manager at the Australian 
Forest Products Association (AFPA), the national industry advocacy 
group representing tree growing, timber processing and pulp, paper, 
fibre packaging and tissue sector. Natasa is skilled in policy development, 
communication, strategy, and advocacy. Natasa is passionate about 
Climate Policy and for evidence-based scientific policy development 
particularly focused on sustainable nature-based solutions and the 
opportunities in the bioeconomy to combat climate change.

Prior to commencing with AFPA she has spent 20 years in federal 
politics working with a diverse range of primary industry stakeholders 
delivering the best possible legislative and policy outcomes both in 
government and opposition. Natasa is a strong advocate for grassroots 
engagement and wants to provide a voice and opportunity to those who 
are not familiar with political and legislative systems when seeking to 
instigate change.

Shari Rogge-Fidler
Shari is president and CEO of Farm Foundation with over 25 years of 
global leadership and executive experience. She has a unique perspective, 
developed through her experience as a fifth-generation farm owner and 
operator, entrepreneur in the organic branded food industry, founder 
of an agribusiness consulting firm and leader of a soil health technology 
firm. Shari also served as CEO for a suite of service companies for 1,000 
farms across the US. 

She began her career in London in financial services and continued in 
Europe with the Boston Consulting Group. Shari has served on several 
corporate boards, including Farm Credit Mid America and Coastal 
Pet. She currently serves as a trustee for The Nature Conservancy, and 
advisory boards of the St. Louis Federal Reserve, and Lewis & Clark 
Agrifood Fund. 

Fiona Simson 
Fiona Simson believes that agriculture is an industry of the future. 
Collaborative and passionate, she has been an agricultural industry 
leader at both a state and federal level since 2008. Elected in 2016 as 
the first female President of National Farmers Federation in its 40 year 
history, she is now leading industry through an exciting period of change. 
A farmer herself with her husband Ed and family from the Liverpool 
Plains in NSW, she hopes to create opportunities for more women and 
young people to become involved in industry, and was instrumental in 
the launch of the NFF’s first Diversity in Ag Leadership Programme in 
2018. She has also spearheaded NFF’s 2030 $100bn Vision, is leading 
new approaches to the stewardship of natural capital and biodiversity 
and is passionate about the need to grow connections between farmers 
and urban consumers.

Growing up on a property near Armidale, NSW, she is passionate 
about the growth and sustainability of rural and regional Australia 
and Agriculture’s role in its future. She is a skilled and experienced 
Board Director, with particular experience in policy development, 
communication and governance. As well as a number of government 
advisory committees, she also Chairs the recently established Future 
Food Systems CRC, is a Commissioner and Chair of the Australian 
Centre for International Agricultural Research, sits as a Director on 
the Boards of Australian Made Australian Grown, and NRMA (NSW), 
and is Patron of National Rural Press Club and Gunnedah Gatepost 
Community Support Centre.
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Georgie Somerset AM
Georgie Somerset has a wealth of board experience across the not-for 
profit, government and industry sectors. She currently serves as the first 
female General President of AgForce Queensland and is the Deputy 
chair of the Royal Flying Doctor Service (Queensland section), Director 
of the Australian Broadcasting Corporation (ABC), the National 
Farmers Federation and the RFDS Foundation.

Georgie is an industry leader and strategist with boundless energy for 
Rural Australia. A South Burnett cattle producer, Georgie has a hands-on 
approach to their multi-generational family farming operation and is an 
advocate for Agriculture. In 2020 Georgie was named a Member of the 
Order of Australia for her service to the industry. With a passion for rural 
woman Georgie founded, and later became president, of the Queensland 
Rural, Regional and Remote Women’s Network – QRRRWN, and held 
roles with the National Foundation for Australian Women.

Georgie’s philanthropic side sees her Chair of the Red Earth Community 
Foundation South Burnett and serve on a number of advisory 
committees for regional development, tertiary institutions, industry 
and community groups, including the Australian Broadband Advisory 
Council, the Regional Telecommunications Independent Review 
Committee and a number of government review panels. Georgie is a 
Fellow of the Australian Institute of Company Directors, the Australian 
Rural Leadership Foundation and the Institute for Resilient Regions.

Natalie Sommerville
Natalie is co-owner of Windjara Ag, a cropping and livestock business in 
the Mid-North. Through Partners in Grain SA, Natalie helps to deliver 
and organise professional development activities and events for local 
farming families. She is also the state representative for the National 
Rural Women Network, a committee member for the Ag Excellence 
Alliance, and president of Australia Women in Agriculture. 

Natalie studied at Adelaide University’s Roseworthy Campus, combining 
agricultural subjects in the final year of her Bachelor of Applied Science 
Natural Resources Management. Natalie had many role models in her 
family, including strong women not afraid to get their hands dirty. Her 
family influenced her love of producing food and she spent a lot of time 
on her grandparents’ cattle property in Northern Australia, helping with 
mustering, fencing and fire management.

After four years in Victoria with Bayer Crop Science, Natalie and 
husband Dane made the big move back to his family property in the 
mid north. It’s hard to start a new agricultural business but, in 2004, 
they leased the land, bought machinery and, with two business partners, 
established Windjara Ag, focusing on wheat as well as barley, canola, 
beans and hay for export. Natalie is passionate about the environment 
and enjoys her role as chairperson of the local Landcare group and as a 
member of her region’s Natural Resource Management board.

Mark Titterington
Mark has enjoyed a long career in the agri-food sector having previously 
worked at the United Nations and for Syngenta where he held a number 
of senior and executive level leadership positions in corporate affairs and 
business sustainability in the EAME region and globally. After leaving 
Syngenta in 2017, Mark became Chief Executive of EngineeringUK, 
a not-for-profit organisation dedicated to inspiring and nurturing 
STEM skills in young people. Mark is a co-founder and senior adviser 
to the Forum for the Future of Agriculture and a Senior Fellow at the 
Transatlantic Policy Network. He is also the current Head of Marketing 
and Public Affairs for Indigo Agriculture Europe GmbH.
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