
 

 

 

 

 

 

Regional Development Australia - Tasmania 

 

Understanding Agricultural Competitiveness in 

Regional Tasmania 

 

 
Authors:  

 
Craig Perkins and Mike Brindley 

Level of Which Submission  
Has Been Authorised: 
  

 
Chief Executive Officer   
 

Contact: Craig Perkins 
Position: Chief Executive Officer 
Return Address: Level 1, 12-16 St John Street, Launceston TAS 7250 
Phone Number: 
Date: 

03 6334 9822 
16

th
 April 2014 

 

 

 
  

  

  

  

  

  

 

  

 

PMC6678
Text Box
Agricultural Competitiveness White Paper Submission - IP363 Regional Development Australia - Tasmania 
Submitted 17 April 2014 



 
 

Page | 2  

 

Contents 
 

Regional Development Australia - Tasmania .......................................................................................... 1 

Purpose ................................................................................................................................................... 3 

Executive Summary ................................................................................................................................. 3 

Background ............................................................................................................................................. 5 

1. Response to the Agriculture White Paper Questions ..................................................................... 6 

2. The Tasmanian Economy .............................................................................................................. 14 

3. Understanding Regional Agriculture in Tasmania ........................................................................ 17 

4. What are the key Agricultural Sectors for Tasmania? .................................................................. 22 

5. Research for Tasmanian Agriculture ............................................................................................. 24 

Conclusion ............................................................................................................................................. 27 

Key Reference Documents .................................................................................................................... 28 

 

  



 
 

Page | 3  

Purpose 

This report has been prepared as a submission to the Federal Government’s process to develop an 

Agricultural White Paper to boost productivity and profitability in Australia’s agricultural sectors.   

RDA Tasmania continues to work with representatives of the key Tasmanian agricultural sectors 

including: Dairy, Aquaculture, Red Meat, Poppies, Wine, Fruit and Vegetables and Cropping.  

These understandings allow RDA Tasmania to provide support in the long term strategic 

development of these sectors and provide advice to the Australian Government as required. 

Executive Summary 
 
Tasmania is fortunate to enjoy many natural comparative advantages when compared to other 

regional areas of Australia. These advantages include high annual rainfall, clean environmental 

conditions, natural border protection (from mainland pests and diseases) and accessible arable 

farmland that can be used for a diverse range of agricultural tasks. 

Tasmania is investing in technologies such as SENSE – T and new efficient irrigation networks are 

being introduced enhance efficiencies and productivity. However, Tasmanian agriculture faces 

challenges due to the regions remote location and comparatively small scale of operations.  

To summarise: 

 

Opportunities  

Availability of arable land  

Moderate Climate   

Natural coastal border  

Improving farming management practices  

Use of new technologies  

Diverse range of agricultural production   

 

Challenges  

Distance to markets   

Cost of freighting produce to markets  

Lack of skilled workforce  

Inability to compete on price  

Reliance on migrant workers   

Overseas influences including high AUD  
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RDA Tasmania’s submission to the Agriculture White paper suggests the Australian Government 

should focus on: 

 

¶ Protecting Tasmania’s competitive advantage of bio security and natural resources 
 

¶ Focusing on skill development and workforce attraction 
 

¶ Investment in infrastructure to support local competitiveness  
 

¶ Farm Finance packaging to assist new entrants into the agriculture sector and encourage 
investment in existing farm operations 

 

¶ Review of regulation and removal of unnecessary compliance requirements that hinder 
competiveness 

 

¶ Promotion of the Agricultural sector as a vibrant and prosperous career choice for school 
leavers and job seekers 

 

¶ Support development of industry sectors that embraces Tasmania’s natural competitive 
advantages which are scalable and globally competitive. 

 

¶ Succession planning strategies for retiring farmers that provides mentoring for new entrants 
to the agriculture sector whilst retain a meaningful connection to the land. 

 
 

Tasmania’s agricultural sectors are well placed to take advantage of these recommendations and the 

industry continues to innovate and diversify.  

Examples of growth sectors that are experiencing improvements in skill development and innovation 

in processing include:  Dairy, Aquaculture, Fruit and Vegetables. 
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Background 
 
Regional Development Australia ς Tasmania 
 
Regional Development Australia (RDA) is an Australian Government initiative established to 

encourage partnership between all levels of government to enhance the growth and development of 

Australia's regional communities. RDA committees operate under a national RDA Charter and report 

to the Australian Government on key outcomes.  A national network of 55 RDA committees has been 

established and RDA Tasmania represents the entire state of Tasmania. 

RDA Tasmania is a not-for-profit organisation that has a formal partnership between the Australian 

Government, Tasmanian Government, and the Local Government Association of Tasmania (LGAT). A 

key focus of RDA Tasmania is on the economic, social and environmental issues affecting 

communities. 

Committee members of RDA Tasmania are committed volunteers who have been chosen by the 

Australian Government due to their understanding of, and experience in, a range of areas including 

their professional and industry background, community networks, skills and experience. 

RDA Tasmania is able to work with all levels of government, industry and community to pursue 

challenges and opportunities relevant to our region. RDA Tasmania produces an annual Regional 

Plan that outlines RDA Tasmania’s vision for the region and identified priorities.  

Priorities are informed through statistical data in the regional profile, Australian and state 

government policy imperatives and stakeholder consultation.   

Acknowledgement 

RDA Tasmania gratefully acknowledges the assistance of University of Tasmania (UTAS), Department 

of Economic Development (DEDTA) and Dairy Tasmania in the provision of research for this 

document. 
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1. Response to the Agriculture White Paper 

Questions 
 
The following are structured responses to the Agricultural Competitive White Paper - Issues Paper 

which identifies matters “ǿƘƛŎƘ Ŏŀƴ ƛƴŦƭǳŜƴŎŜ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƳǇŜǘƛǘƛǾŜƴŜǎǎ ƻŦ !ǳǎǘǊŀƭƛŀƴ !ƎǊƛŎǳƭǘǳǊŜέΦ 

 

Issue 1: Ensuring food security in Australia and globally 

Natural Barrier to Pests and Diseases – Tasmania is fortunate to have a natural coastline which is 

separate to the Australian mainland. This acts as a natural deterrent for diseases that are 

transmittable by contact and also airborne virus and pests. 

Opportunity exists to exploit this natural advantage whereby consumers can be reassured as to the 

integrity of Tasmanian produce based on its natural defences and its ability to withstand crop failure 

that may result elsewhere.  

This natural advantage is important to Tasmania’s brand and reputation as a “clean green” state that 

ensures best practice farming techniques that produces quality agricultural goods. 

Genetically Modified Food – Tasmania has extended its ban on genetically modified food and 

animals indefinitely which preserves the integrity of the crops farmed and the animals raised.  

However this does leave Tasmania susceptible to competition from overseas producers who use 

Genetically Modified crops and livestock to increase productivity and quality. 

Recommendation 
 

Tasmania needs to maintain, protect and promote its unique natural bio security zone and 

Genetically Modified Food (GMO) status as a marketing tool that enhances its reputation as a clean 

green supplier of high quality agricultural produce and maintain Tasmania as an agricultural 

exclusion zone free from many of the pests and diseases that exist elsewhere in Australia.  

Government can play a role in developing Tasmania’s GMO free status as a marketing and 

promotion tool for Tasmania’s agricultural produce which would appeal to consumer demands. 

These natural advantages will position Tasmania well for existing market expansion and new market 

penetration as the Asian middle class become more affluent and able to choose food products based 

on nutritional value and quality. 

Government should however consider investing in further research and development on GMO and 

non GMO agricultural crops to determine if they can be produced in parallel to take advantage of 

market demands.  

GMO crops may provide advantage in drought or flood prone areas and deter pests naturally 

without the need for pest spraying regimes. 
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Issue 2: Farmer decisions for improving farmgate returns 

Tasmania offers low volume, high quality farm produce that is grown in climatically conducive 

conditions that are less susceptible to the extremes of events such as long term drought or flood.  

These supportive climatic conditions help farmers plan annual production and manage the outcomes 

with better understandings and certainties. The use of technologies continues to make this process 

more transparent and user friendly.   

SENSE-T is one such example that employs a range of sensors throughout the state to measure and 

monitor a variety of environmental indicators including rainfall, soil composition and temperatures 

Having this data bank of real time information can allow the farmer to understand the patterns of 

environmental contributors and therefore manage their farm units accordingly.  

Up skilling of farm management practices is another contributor towards more effective and 

consistent farmgate returns.  

Farmers should be encouraged to share their experiences and tacit knowledge with new entrants to 

the sectors to supplement independent training schools teachings which are now providing 

theoretical and practical training to enhance the learnings of the farmers of the future. Agritas 

College in the Circular Head region is an example of a specialist training school that provides this 

type of training for agricultural students who are aiming to enter the industry. University of 

Tasmania and TasTafe are also considering pathway training options for new and existing workforces 

for food production, agribusiness and food innovation. 

Recommendation 
 

Investment by government, which is leveraged by the private sector, should be directed towards 

encouraging research and development that secures and implements any relevant findings into 

improvements in farm management. 

In particular emphasis should be placed on improvements in irrigation techniques during drought, 

improved pasture management and protected cropping for seasonal events that ensures a better 

consistency of result and improved use of natural resources in regional areas. 

Issue 3: Enhancing access to finance 

Barriers continue to exist for agricultural producers from banks and finance companies who are the 

traditional suppliers of finance to farmers and farm managers. Unfortunately the banking system is 

geared towards supplying finance at a price and the pricing models employed are rigid which does 

not allow flexibility in times of adversity such as climatic natural disasters including drought and 

flood. 

This inflexibility has led to the Federal Government having to provide financial support packages to 

famers in times of crisis when the major banks have been unable or unwilling to act.  

This lack of support in uncertain times has not gone unnoticed by the major agricultural sectors, 

which then raises the opportunity for alternate providers to potentially enter the market to fill the 

gap. 



 
 

Page | 8  

Any alternate service provision will need to offer support financing that is competitively priced and 

able to provide flexibility to absorb downturns in income streams when conditions for production 

are adverse. 

Farming collectives that allow groups of famers to obtain better finance packages is another option 

that provides better outcomes for farm financing.  This option also encourages farmers to share 

their own farm equipment and assets therefore reducing the financial burden on their on-farm 

operations to fund all of their equipment needs individually. 

Recommendation 
 

Government should consider the ongoing use of farm finance packaging when appropriate however 

emphasis and further consideration should be given to offering finance support packages to new 

entrants who are burdened with large set up costs including herds and dairy infrastructure. This will 

positively support Tasmania, as agriculture is a major regional employer. 

Agricultural producers should be given the opportunity to take advantage of evolving farm and 

market trends through “seed” type funding that enables rapid diversification. Any finance package 

provision or lending option provided by government should be repayable and not a grant fund. This 

will ensure the borrower is committed to the project and is responsible for the outcomes as a viable 

ongoing concern. 

Issue 4: Increasing the competitiveness of the agricultural sector and its value chains 

The importance of examining and understanding the value chains of any industry sector cannot be 

understated. The process view of any farm business is valuable in being able to understand the 

inputs, transformation process and resulting outputs of any farm production. 

In particular the review of the resources required to undertake each step of the process can lead to 

innovation and implementation of alternate methodologies that may enable a more beneficial or 

efficient output. 

Many “on farm” processes are now being examined and analysised to understand the strengths and 

weaknesses and where improvements can be made. Scale and location of food processing facilities 

in regional Australia can impact on production costs and price competitiveness.  Efficiencies through 

resource sharing, economies of scale creation and improving technologies are all contributors that 

are producing significant results that are improving farm gate returns.   

Recommendation 
 

Government and Industry need to support the ongoing analysis of the agriculture sectors value 

chains and ancillary services (such as transportation and freight) to identify and refine further 

efficiencies wherever possible. 

Government can assist in the facilitation of bringing smaller producers together to explore 

opportunities for sharing of food processing clusters whereby similar processes of operation can be 

amalgamated creating economies of scale for food production. Additionally government can support 

education and training skill development in innovation to create viable niche businesses that offer 

smaller scale high quality produce. 
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LǎǎǳŜ рΥ 9ƴƘŀƴŎƛƴƎ ŀƎǊƛŎǳƭǘǳǊŜΩǎ ŎƻƴǘǊƛōǳǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ ǊŜƎƛƻƴŀƭ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘƛŜǎ 

Farming and agricultural production is often referred to as the “backbone” of Australian rural 

communities and with good reason as the majority of regional communities in Australia rely on 

agriculture as a means of deriving an income.  

Tasmania is no exception with most regional communities through the state engaged in one or more 

agricultural industries. 

Many farms engage in the notion of “social responsibility” whereby they invest in the communities 

where they in turn derive their workforce. This has happened for many years and is a responsible 

way for many farmers to maintain the integrity of their farm businesses through attracting the right 

type of worker who will continue to work on the farm until the next generation of workers succeeds 

them.   

With each generation of farmers new learnings and methodologies are employed which in turn 

improves the on-farm operation. This regular enhancement of on- farm processes continues to help 

deliver improved efficiencies and competitive outcomes. 

Regional communities typically exist as a result of agricultural sector activities as many are located in 

regional areas that have accessibility to large areas of agricultural land.   

This remoteness does come at a price and often many regional communities do not have access to 

services and facilities normally enjoyed in urban areas including health care facilities and hospitals, 

specialist education, entertainment, and sporting infrastructure. 

Transportation in regional Tasmania is often irregular and inaccessible which can disadvantage 

regional youth in skill development, education and potentially gaining alternate employment 

opportunities.  

Social interaction can also suffer leading many young people to seek life experiences in the greater 

urban towns and cities which in turn can make them reluctant to return to the land and sacrifice the 

offerings they enjoyed as part of the city culture. 

Recommendation 
 

Government and industry should invest in the promotion of agriculture as a career path for new 

entrants.  

This skill knowledge base can start at school with agriculture specific tuition provided at high school 

level and then enhanced in the tertiary education sector. 

Emphasis should be on ongoing skill development and training that encourages innovative thinking 

and knowledge sharing from experienced farmers. 

Government should continue to support affordable transportation, access to technologies such as 

the NBN and other social infrastructure which will encourage more young people to consider 

agriculture and residing in regional communities as a long term career choice.  
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Issue 6: Improving the competitiveness of inputs to the supply chain 

Tasmania has an excellent foundation for agricultural production with sufficient natural resources 

available including arable land with rich soil content, good rainfall and favourable climatic 

conditions.   

To date Tasmania’s agricultural sectors have been able to take advantage of these resources which 

has allowed them to set a solid base for production. However broad investment in critical agriculture 

related infrastructure has only recently been undertaken.  

Both Federal and State Governments are committed to investing and supporting infrastructure 

investment in irrigation, roads, electricity and conversion of identified native vegetation into 

productive farm units. Additional investment in technology through the SENSE-T network is also 

supporting improved farm management techniques and soil cultivation.   

The rollout of this infrastructure has been dependent on the availability of surplus funds from 

government, however it has become apparent that this investment is becoming time critical as 

Tasmania becomes more exposed to overseas competition that is better funded and support 

through leading edge infrastructure.  

Continuing delays in infrastructure development will put Tasmanian exporters at a distinct 

disadvantage and may potentially threaten long term market opportunities. Likewise skill 

development of existing workers and new entrants needs to be viewed as a “soft” infrastructure 

investment for the long term.   

The advancements in farm management practices and the increasing usage of technologies with on 

farm tasks is placing higher demand on farm workers to have a multitude of skills which take time to 

learn. Teaching a new generation of farm workers will require time and resource, both of which will 

be placed on government to deliver.  

The agricultural sectors themselves need to promote their industries as viable career opportunities 

to school children and new entrants to ensure there are clearly defined pathways into agriculture.  

Cadetship programs for school children to participate in farm work as part of their curriculum should 

also be encouraged as a “hands on” recognition of the benefits of working in agriculture.  

Additionally tertiary education providers including universities and TAFE Colleges should engage with 

school age children to promote advanced learning in agriculture as part of their service delivery. 

Undertaking these activities will ensure that a regular stream of employable young people will enter 

the industry and improve the outcomes for the agricultural sectors by providing new leading edge 

thinking, innovation and a creative mindset. 
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Recommendation 
 

We encourage government to continue investment into rural roads and bridges to enable maximum 

use of higher efficiency vehicles (eg. B-Doubles), support construction of livestock underpasses to 

enable more effective use of land through the creation of scale (linking two properties otherwise 

separated by road). 

The continuation of investment in back-bone infrastructure such as irrigation networks is critical to 

supporting on farm productivity. In addition government should invest in extension officers to 

support farm business to take advantage of new technologies and innovation in agriculture. 

Skill development programs should be reviewed and enhanced to ensure that existing and new 

entrants are sufficiently skilled to deliver excellence in farm management and innovate with 

improved methodologies. 

Issue 7: Reducing ineffective regulation 

Australia has a “three tiered” system of government based on the local, state and federal 

government systems.  

Therefore regulations offered at each level can make the notion of conducting business a 

burdensome undertaking which requires multiple compliance regimes to be undertaken. 

Tasmania has 29 local councils operating in conjunction with the State and Federal Government that 

each provides layers of regulation and resulting compliance requirements. Many of these 

requirements are unique and not reciprocal to each other requiring time and resource to be 

allocated by the farm manager to undertake compliance tasks that are not productive. 

One option for consideration is to amalgamate the compliance requirements for all levels of 

government which would reduce time for the farm manager.  

This “one stop shop” approach could potentially alleviate the need for regular reporting to multiple 

government agencies and encourage information sharing. 

Another option could involve each agricultural sector representative association providing a 

compliance specialist to undertake the reporting task on behalf of their members. This option could 

be undertaken for a cost but would remove the burden of reporting away from the farm manager. 

Tasmania is required to provide rigorous environmental regulation to protect and maintain the 

integrity of its native vegetation and wildlife.  

However these regulations have been used in the past to stifle or stagnate opportunities for 

development by business and industry whereby the proponents have been frustrated by opposition 

groups that are determined to not allow land to be used for agricultural purposes. 

Government needs to be mindful that when developments are proposed that meet all of the 

environmental and regulatory requirements they should be supported, so long as they are regularly 

monitored for compliance in a transparent manner that ensures they produce the stated outcomes. 
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With the move towards free trade agreements with major trading partners, emphasis on regulation 

that creates and maintains a level playing field for local producers should be the focus for 

government. This will ensure that production standards are maintained to the highest level without 

unnecessary compliance burdens for farmers when compared to their overseas competitors. 

Recommendation 
 

Government should continue to review the reduction of red and green tape for the agriculture 

sector. Priority should be given to streamlining regulatory requirements in primary production 

including environmental compliance, waste management and food processing, to ensure domestic 

and international competitiveness. 

Ongoing consultation and review of the regulatory environment should be encouraged by 

government so that any changes in industry are recognised and incorporated periodically.  

Ideally this should be undertaken by a panel of industry representatives and government to examine 

the industry and emerging market trends to recommend change where required. 

Issue 8: Enhancing agricultural exports 

Tasmania continues to grow its export market share through the strengthening of existing market 

supply (as a result of increased demand) and the development of new markets overseas.   

Whilst Tasmania is unable to compete on price based on quantity, it can compete on price based on 

quality and this is becoming increasingly significant as many countries including China, India and 

South Korea are now able to afford to pay more for the foods they chose to consume.  

The middle class sectors of these countries are becoming more affluent and are now consuming 

more dairy and protein based foods which is helping Tasmania’s agricultural based exports to make 

greater inroads with its produce. 

However this could be enhanced further through the development of free trade agreements with 

major trading partners that would effectively remove the barriers including tariffs from Tasmanian 

exports.  

Tasmania is able to compete on quality with its reputation as a “clean green” state being recognised 

internationally therefore the removal of these barriers will enable greater opportunity for demand 

driven exports to increase. However many Tasmanian producers are still developing sufficient scale 

to be able to compete globally as they increase their capacity.  

This is an evolving process which requires capital investment and development of supporting 

infrastructure in line with up skilling of current workforces and future employees in on farm 

production and downstream processing. 

Due to its remoteness Tasmania does suffer with the ability to get goods to market in a timely 

manner. Unfortunately the distance and time to market limits the fresh produce able to be 

transported by ship instead requiring high value produce such as seafood to be shipped by airfreight 

which is costly and only accessible for some producers living close to the urban centres.  
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Potential solutions include a regular airfreight service that is cost effective and able to be accessed 

by multiple agricultural producers. This may evolve when sufficient freight volumes are realised and 

the continuity of service can be guaranteed by exporters. 

Recommendation 
 

Government and industry should continue to support agricultural exports through investment in 

supporting the environment including water and contaminate free arable land and improved 

infrastructure such as power, road and port facilities. 

Both government and industry should be encouraged to develop an infrastructure strategy that 

considers the needs of the agriculture sector in the long term. 

Issue 9: Assessing the effectiveness of incentives for investment and job creation 

Successive federal and state governments have provided regular financial assistance to the 

agriculture sector to maintain and improve its ability to contribute to the Australian economy. Whilst 

some of these assistance packages have worked successfully in the past, government is not solely 

responsible for driving any improvement of outcomes for agriculture.  

Like other industry sectors, agriculture needs to drive its own outcomes through its own strategic 

development initiatives including the development of key export markets.  

Tasmania needs to focus on improvements in the efficiencies of its farming operations and the 

ongoing implementation of key infrastructure and technologies to assist in farm production.  

Agriculture needs to be promoted as a growth sector for potential private investors to consider as an 

investment opportunity.  

This private investment funding can help fund key infrastructure implementation and remove the 

agricultural sector from being overly reliant on government to provide the outcomes. 

However government can still contribute through the development of specialist training programs 

for new and existing farm workers to develop and enhance learnings and on farm skills. 

Recommendation 
 

Government should continue to invest in supporting infrastructure for the agriculture sector 

wherever possible, however it is not solely the role of government to drive all investment outcomes. 

The agriculture sector should be encouraging private investment by co investing with government as 

a means to attract other investors including Australian superannuation funds and overseas investors.  

Government should encourage further capital investment through incentivised programs including 

accelerated depreciation or tax incentives to support the purchase of on farm equipment and 

infrastructure. 
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2. The Tasmanian Economy 
 
Tasmania continues to record below average outcomes in key economic determinants such as 

employment, skills and education, and economic growth.   

Our community is divided in its support for economic projects and being an island presents 

challenges in freight and transportation which are being currently reviewed by industry and 

government to maximise efficiencies and infrastructure use.   

Without business investment and growth, the state is highly dependent on government funding and 

administration.  It is hard to look at the Tasmanian economy without being confronted by the figures 

for economic performance, which would indicate slow or no growth.   

The Tasmanian gross state product was $23 billion in 2011-12, a year-on-year growth of 0.5 per cent 

compared to the national growth rate of 3.4 per cent.   

The rate of unemployment is still the highest in the country at 7.4 per cent (March 2014) which 

reflects below trend economic growth in Tasmania and a notable divergence between the 

performance of the Tasmania economy and other regional economies1. 

The state's challenges to economic growth can be summarised as:  

 

¶ Tasmania has been largely detached from the resource boom;  

¶ few industries benefitting from growth in Asian markets; 

¶ strong Australian dollar reduced the competitiveness of Tasmanian exports; 

¶ commodity prices falling; 

¶ low consumer and business confidence; 

¶ weak retail and construction sectors;  

¶ reduced State Government GST receipts and reduced public spending; 

¶ decreased private investment; 

¶ forestry in decline;  

¶ overall decrease in aggregate hours worked and high unemployment; and 

¶ net out-migration and population stagnation2  
 

These challenges have led to the decline in traditional industries including; food processing; 

textile/clothing/footwear; wood and paper; machinery and equipment; and apples and pears.   

This decline has seen the value of goods and services exported overseas decreasing by 8.7 per cent 

from 2006-07 to 2011-123.  Another traditional industry, the metal processing industry, has had to 

undergo a structural transition to sustain output, but has needed job losses to achieve productivity 

gains.   

                                                           
1 Weekly Economic Summary, 12 July 2013, Department of Treasury and Finance 
2 Structural Change in the Tasmanian Economy, Department of Treasury and Finance April 2013 
3 Weekly Economic Summary, 14 June 2013, Department of Treasury and Finance 



 
 

Page | 15  

Forestry is one of the most recognised Tasmanian industries and also the industry experiencing the 

most profound structural change.  Data shows that the forestry industry has shed 3,500 in recent 

years4 and wood exports from ports across the state has stopped or dramatically declined.   

The impact of this change has hit regional communities the hardest, where few alternatives to 

forestry exist.   

Nonetheless the Tasmanian economy has grown in industries including dairy, stone fruit, 

aquaculture, specialised manufacturing and recently tourism.  There is growth and investment 

potential in these industries and all involve the movement of freight and people across Bass Strait.  

The public sector plays a key role in the economic profile of the region; approximately a third of 

people are employed in public sector jobs, with a third employed in private sector jobs.  However, 

much of the private sector, such as construction and retail, is reliant for work generated by the 

public sector or spending by those employed in the public sector5. 

 

Chart – Share of Gross Value Added by Industry, Tasmania, 1991-92 to 2011-12, original annual data (excluding 

ownership of dwellings)
6 

Priorities and Opportunities 

Tasmania has many challenges compared to other regions and its economic performance is 

comparably slower.   

In July 2013, Tasmania lagged all other economies on all of the eight CommSec State of the States7 

indicators, which are; economic growth, retail trade, equipment investment, unemployment, 

construction work, population growth, housing finance, and dwelling starts.   

                                                           
4 Diversifying Tasmania’s Economy: Analysis and Options, Final Report – Revised October 2012, Australian Innovation Research Centre 
5
 Obstacles To Progress, Griffith Review Edition 39, J. West, 2013 

6 Structural Change in The Tasmanian Economy, Department of Treasury and Finance, April 2013, using data from Australian National Accounts: State Accounts, ABS Cat No 522.0 
7 CommSec State of the States July 2013 
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The Tasmanian Government introduced a whole-of-government Economic Development Plan in 

August 2011 and detailed operational documents with priorities for the three sub-regions, the 

regional economic development plans, were launched in November 20128. 

Priority sectors are recognised in the Regional Economic Development Plans as those with the 

potential to make the most of Tasmania’s competitive advantages.  

Knowledge of the needs of these growth sectors is critical for input into issues such as infrastructure, 

skills, land-use and regional planning.   

The priority sectors have flow-on effects into major employment sectors including retail and the 

service sectors.  The priority sectors are: 

North West North South 

Advanced manufacturing  
Food and agriculture: 
Dairy  
Floriculture  
Fruit and vegetables  
Poppy  
Red and white meat  
Salmonid  
Forestry and related products  
Mining and mineral processing  
Tourism 

Advanced manufacturing  
Food and agriculture: 
Dairy  
Fruit  
Poppy  
Red meat  
Vegetables  
Wine  
Forestry and related products  
Mining and mineral processing  
Tourism 

Advanced manufacturing  
Antarctic and Southern Ocean  
Food and agriculture: 
Fruit and vegetables  
Poppy  
Salmonid  
Wine  
Forestry and related products  
International education  
Science research  
Tourism 

Source: Regional Economic Development Plans 2013 – Department o Economic Development (DEDTA) 

 

The Australian Innovation Research Council’s ‘Diversifying Tasmania’s Economy – Analysis and 

Options’ report finds that by creating 4,400 jobs the unemployment rate can be reduced from the 

Tasmania level (7.3 per cent at the time the report’s release) to the Australian level (5.5 per cent), 

and identifies a route toward achieving this9: 

 

o Strengthen and grow Tasmania’s private sector so focus on the traded private sector. 
 

o Reinforce comparative advantage and focus on business capability to “perform the activities that 
matter in competition and meet customer needs.” 

 
o Build on four or five effective industries with the greatest growth potential; aquaculture, dairy 

and wine, and also horticulture. 
 
o Prioritise; infrastructure that leads industry, industry clusters and agglomerations, research and 

development and support for innovation. 
 

                                                           
8
 www.development.tas.gov.au/economic/economic_development_plan 

9
 Diversifying Tasmania’s Economy: Analysis and Options, Final Report – Revised October 2012, Australian Innovation Research Centre 
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3. Understanding Regional Agriculture in Tasmania 
 

 

 

                                      
     

ά¢ŀǎƳŀƴƛŀƴ ŀƎǊƛŎǳƭǘǳǊŜ ƛǎ ƻƴŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǎǘŀǘŜΩǎ ƪŜȅ ŜŎƻƴƻƳƛŎ ŘǊƛǾŜǊǎΦ tǊƛƳŀǊȅ ƛƴŘǳǎǘǊȅ ƻǳǘǇǳǘ ƛǎ ǿƻǊǘƘ 

almost $2 billion a year at farm gate and employs around one in six of every working Tasmanians.  

These figures clearly confirm the importance of the sector as an economic driver for the economy and 

demonstrate that agriculture is a more significant contributor to the Tasmanian economy than in any 

other state. Every corner of our society is touched by the well-being of the farming sector.  

With this in mind, it is clear that Tasmania needs to ensure that the agricultural base of the state 

remains competitive and profitable. While Tasmania has struggled economically over recent years, 

agriculture has been a showcase of the economic potential that this state has to offer.   

Our members therefore expect that political parties and candidates will recognise the important role 

agriculture plays within the economy and this will be reflected in their policiesέ. 10 - Jan Davis 

Tasmanian Farmers and Graziers Association (TFGA ) 

 

                                                           
10 Jan Davis TFGA – The Mercury Column 19th March 2014 



 
 

Page | 18  

Key Statistics ς Tasmania 

The following graphs illustrate the contribution agriculture makes to Tasmanian economy and how 

exactly the composition of this contribution is made from a number of major and minor agricultural 

sectors. 

Importantly it should be noted that these sectors continue to evolve and in addition new sectors are 

being added as new opportunities are explored in line with market demands. Tasmania’s key natural 

assets of arable land and rainfall continue to enable this diversity of production to exist. 

 
AƎǊƛŎǳƭǘǳǊŜΩǎ ŎƻƴǘǊƛōǳǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ ¢ŀǎƳŀƴƛŀΩǎ DǊƻǎǎ {ǘŀǘŜ tǊƻŘǳŎǘ όD{tύ 
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Key Characteristics 

Diversity of Agriculture Sectors 

Tasmania is sparsely populated with many rural communities spread through the state. Many 

farming communities are isolated and are not always able to access the service offering found in the 

larger regional centres located in the North West (Burnie and Devonport), North (Launceston) and 

South (Hobart).  

Many agricultural sectors reflect this trend with pockets of agriculture located in these communities 

including Dairy in the Circular Head region (North West), Fruit and Vegetables Burnie and Devonport 

(North West) and Huon (South), Wine production Tamar Valley (North) and Hobart (South) and Beef 

Production (North West). 

However as more arable land is being sourced for expanding primary agricultural production, there 

appears to be a blending of sectors away from their traditional bases. This can only enhance the 

sharing of resources, the aggregation of freight, (both inwards and outwards from the farm gate) 

and the associate economies of scale as greenfield sites are developed. 

 

Limited Skilled Workforce 

Unfortunately Tasmania has a stagnant ageing population which is perpetuated with below 

Australian average median education attainment, poor job attainment and job participation levels 

and high youth unemployment.  

Many industry sectors are unable to source adequately trained and skilled workers who are able to 

perform the tasks required leading to many businesses to acquire skilled workers from mainland 

Australia and overseas. 

This issue is complex and not able to be addressed easily. Many skilled and employable workers are 

able to choose from a variety of positions making them transient. This in turn will make potential 

employers hesitant to commit resources to train them if there is no guarantee they will receive long 

term commitment in return. 

 

Getting Produce to Market 

The issue of shipping produce to market is not new and has been the subject of Federal and State 

Government investigations. The cost of shipping and the timeframes to get goods to market is an 

ongoing concern for the agricultural sector which relies heavily on a reliable service.  

The reliance does leave the industry susceptible to price fluctuations and the ongoing duopoly effect 

as there is insufficient competition between shippers to influence a true market price.  

In addition Tasmania suffers from the lack of a long term strategic freight strategy which leaves the 

state with an abundance of ageing infrastructure which is not equipped to deal with the changing 

freight task of Tasmanian exporters. This longer term issue will need to be addressed at both a State 

and Federal Government level. 
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Opportunities for the Tasmanian Agricultural Sector 
 
The agricultural sector in Tasmania continues to grow as the demand, both domestically and 

internationally grows. Key data suggests that Tasmania is well placed to increase its agricultural 

exports in line with increasing demand from ASEAN- (Association of Southeast Asian Nations) in 

most food groups including beef, dairy, fruits and vegetables. 

This increase in demand can be attributed to a change in the lifestyle and increasing income of many 

middle income earners in ASEAN countries as shown below.11 

 

Source: ABARES 2014 Conference- Opportunities in Asia ς Jammie Penn Australia Bureau of Agricultural and Resource 

Economics and Science 

The specific industry sectors that will benefit from this opportunity include: 

Dairy     – Milk Products, Skim Milk Powder, Butter and Cheese 

Fruit and Vegetables  – Specific fresh fruit and vegetables (seasonally grown) 

Red Meat   – Meat Products including Beef and Lamb  

 

Whilst some supply for these products can be sourced internally, many ASEAN countries will need to 

source these foods from other suppliers. Tasmania’s reputation as a producer of low volume high 

quality produce will ensure it is well placed to take advantage of this increasing demand which will 

enable future investment in these key agricultural sectors. 

Tasmania should be encouraged by these opportunities and will need to plan accordingly to ensure 

that its infrastructure needs to support the increase in production, to service its current and future 

markets, are communicated to State and Federal Government.  

                                                           
11 ABARES Conference 2014- Jamie Penm Presentation – Opportunities in ASIA 



 
 

Page | 22  

4. What are the key Agricultural Sectors for 

Tasmania? 
 

Tasmania has three recognised economic regions – the North West, Northern and Southern regions 

which each have their own unique characteristics. Agricultural Industry Sector Profiles for each 

region appear in Annexures B, C and D (sourced by the Tasmanian Department of Economic 

Development) to illustrate the diversity of agriculture in Tasmania and how collectively they 

contribute to the Tasmanian economy. 

 

North West Tasmania Agricultural Sector Profiles ς Strengths 

The North West region of Tasmania features a number of key agricultural sectors including, Dairy, 

Vegetable and Fruit, Poppies, Red Meat and Aquaculture. These sectors have experienced 

incremental growth over a number of years as demand for produce increases.  

The climate and availability of arable land continues to support growth in these sectors with farm 

management practices and the use of existing and new technologies assisting in more consistent 

annualised yields. 

Opportunities for future growth exist primarily in the Dairy and Aquaculture sectors. The growth in 

these sectors is demand driven and is influencing industry to invest internally and source additional 

financing from external sources to implement new supporting infrastructure. 

 

Northern Tasmania Agricultural Sector Profilesς Strengths 

The Northern region of Tasmania features a variety of key agricultural sectors including, Vegetable 

and Fruit, Red Meat, Poppies and Wine production. The Dairy industry continues to evolve in line 

with the development of farm units however this is occurring slowly as supporting infrastructure is 

introduced such as electricity and roading. 

The climate in the Northern region including consistent weather patterns is conducive with crop 

production and specifically wine production is a growth area for this region.  

Many varieties of white wine and light red wine is now being grown and the resulting vintage is 

becoming recognised within the Australian domestic market and abroad.   

Opportunities for future growth exist primarily in the Dairy and Cropping sectors. However growth 

can only be achieved over the longer term as land is developed from existing “Greenfield” sites to 

productive farming units which require significant investment.  

Therefore any growth in these sectors should be viewed as a longer term strategic goal which will 

include staged development based on affordability and demand. 
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Southern Tasmania Agricultural Sector Profiles ς Strengths  

The Southern region of Tasmania features a representation of key agricultural sectors including, 

Vegetable and Fruit, Poppies, Aquaculture and Wine production.  These sectors have been 

established for a significant period of time with some growth in the Aquaculture and Wine 

production evident in recent years 

The climate in the Southern region can be perpetuated by colder weather patterns in the winter 

months when compared to the other regions of Tasmania. This can impact on the ability to diversify 

the types of crops that can be grown which is a limiting factor. However Wine production continues 

to produce consistent yields in line with the Northern region. 

Opportunities for future growth exist primarily in the Aquaculture and Cropping sectors with the 

recent expansion of the Huon Aquaculture hub producing larger output. However due to quarantine 

requirements this hub cannot use the processing facilities available in the North West region which 

could potentially influence freight and handling costs through economies of scale.  

 

Opportunities through Infrastructure Investment 

The key agricultural sectors identified all share a commonality of theme in that each region can 

potentially increase its production capabilities over the longer term through investment in arterial 

infrastructure that can utilised by all sectors. This infrastructure includes roading and rail, power, 

irrigation and port (freight) facilities. 

Ancillary infrastructure including technology (NBN internet), skill development training for new and 

existing workers and affordable public transportation services in regional and remote communities 

are also key to supporting any growth in these sectors. 

Government at Federal, State and local levels are aware of the need for this investment, however as 

competing priorities are considered in line with budget constraints, any infrastructure investment of 

this nature that are made for the agricultural  sector will be based on affordability more so than on 

need and to maintain and improve competitive advantage.   

To date however, both Federal and State Government have contributed significantly to major 

infrastructure projects specific to the agriculture sector including the SENSE-T technology network, 

the NBN and the irrigation networks through the state which turns non-productive land into viable 

production units. 

Additionally Tasmania continues to lead Australia in renewal energy production which provides 

Tasmania with a self-sufficiency based on renewable power generation.  The investment in this 

infrastructure positions Tasmania well with the opportunity to export surplus power to the 

mainland. 

However investment must continue to ensure Tasmania’s opportunity to participate in the greater 

Australian agriculture sector is enhanced and not diminished due to substandard infrastructure. 
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5. Research for Tasmanian Agriculture 
 
Tasmanian agriculture continues to be examined, researched and analysised for opportunities to 

expand the underlying industry sectors in line with increasing market demand. The following is a 

summary of recent research undertaken by the University of Tasmania into the agricultural sector.  

In addition, a snapshot of the Tasmanian Dairy Industry illustrates an example of how an industry 

sector has chosen to undertaken a structured growth program to address increasing demand for its 

products. 

University of Tasmania (UTAS) ς  

Accounting for Agriculture in Place-based Frameworks for Regional Development 

The University of Tasmania (UTAS) has recently undertaken an extensive study in regard to the 

competitiveness of Tasmanian Agriculture in the North West region (in conjunction with the 

Australian Government’s Rural Industries Research and Development Corporation) with a view to 

recommending a long term regional agricultural development strategy for the region. 

The UTAS report ά! wŜƎƛƻƴŀƭ !ƎǊƛŎǳƭǘǳǊŀƭ 5ŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘ {ǘǊŀǘŜƎȅ ŦƻǊ bƻǊǘƘ ²Ŝǎǘ ¢ŀǎƳŀƴƛŀέ is 

provided as an addendum to this report for reference. 

A number of findings associated with the strengths and weaknesses of the North West region’s 

agricultural sector were made including: 

 

Strengths  

Strong Natural Capital Assets  

Good Culture of Regional Pride  

Supportive Community Framework  

Strong network relationships  

 
 

Weaknesses  

Weak governance of agricultural value chains   

Poor intellectual property management  

Cultural Conservatism   

Resistance to change  

Fragmented innovation   
 

The UTAS report concluded that long term strategic planning, improved communication and 

collaboration between the participants in the value supply chains were crucial to any long term 

competitiveness improvements and resulting growth in the agricultural sectors.  

Many farmers that were interviewed expressed conservative views that were risk adverse suggesting 

that any longer term innovation or restructuring of the industry would need to be staged in order to 

achieve widespread acceptance.  
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Unfortunately by doing this any gains in productivity or efficiencies through innovation would be 

harder to achieve in the short to medium term. 

The UTAS report further suggested that the future of the agriculture sector will be dependent on the 

ability for the industry to better skill itself, attract quality skilled workforce, be more receptive to 

change, be able to collaborate with other producers to achieve economies of scale (for processing 

and export) and develop and implement a long term strategic plan for the industry. 

In order to achieve these goals, many industry participants will need to consider their own business 

models and in particular how they can contribute towards any co-ordinated long term strategic plan 

for the industry. 

 

Dairy Tasmania ς A Case Study 

The Tasmanian Dairy Industry has recently undergone an extensive planning process in order to 

address a growth in demand for milk products including milk powder, butter, cheese, cream and 

yoghurts. 

A sustained increase in demand for these products has prompted the industry to consider how to 

service existing and new markets over the longer term. Production has increased in recent years 

however the rate of increase has not kept pace with the associated increases in demand. 

 

 

Three crucial areas have been identified to assist in the expansion of the industry:  (refer to the 

Sustainable Dairy Growth Strategy in Annexure A). 
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More Investment This is critical to help produce and process increase volumes of 
milk products 
 

More Cows An increase in herd sizes is required to provide the volumes of 
milk required to service the increase in demand 
 

More People A skilled labour force is required to manage the farms, work in the 
downstream processing factories and work in the associated 
industries to process the products. 
 
 

Milk Production Trends 

 

It is envisaged that the growth in production in the next five years will help address any shortfall in 

supply to address current demand requirements however some opportunity does still exist to 

increase production further into the future should demand levels increase again. 

 
Planning for the future 

DairyTas, Dairy Australia and the downstream processors have collaborated to strategically develop 

a long term plan to design the future expansion of the industry.  

Each group has provided initial funding and in kind support to implement a business plan of 

structured activities that will support the development of these key areas. 

Federal and State Government has also provided financial support for the industry which endorses 

the confidence of the other key stakeholders in the longevity of the industry in conjunction with 

current and future opportunities that are available. 
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Engagement, effective communication and collaboration have all contributed to the Dairy industry in 

Tasmania positioning itself with the opportunity to grow in a sustained way over the longer term 

through the leveraging of private investment with government support.  

This investment will allow for structured development of key infrastructure, development of supply 

chains and investment in a long term skilled workforce which will succeed generational workers who 

leave the industry.  

Conclusion 
 
The Tasmanian Agricultural sector is fortunate to have opportunities to grow, based on increasing 

demand for its products. Tasmania’s reputation as a producer of quality goods is being recognised 

more in mainland Australia and overseas as consumers become more aware of the need to pursue 

quality over cheaper options. 

Many sectors of Tasmanian agriculture are experiencing demand driven expansion which does 

create a dependency on additional investment from the private sector and government to fund key 

infrastructure requirements.  

Unfortunately competing priorities at a government level does mean this investment is incremental 

and leaves the industry susceptible to playing “catch up” with overseas competitors. Once longer 

term infrastructure is implemented including roads, irrigation, power networks, NBN and port 

infrastructure, the benefits will enable widespread increases in production to occur. 

Leveraging private investment including foreign investment is key to driving these funding 

requirements. Increasingly many customers who seek Tasmanian produce are offering their own 

investment funds as a means of guaranteeing regularity of supply in an increasingly competitive 

demand driven market. Tasmanian agriculture producers should view this as a sign of confidence in 

their abilities to produce quality goods that will be demanded by consumers and act accordingly. 

However physical infrastructure is only one major component to consider, the other being a 

sufficiently skilled workforce that is able to undertake the tasks required throughout the value 

chains of the agriculture sector.  

Tasmania like many other regional areas of Australia suffers from a lack of suitably qualified 

employees who are willing to work in the agricultural sector which is increasingly stifling any growth 

opportunities.  

Investment in a well trained workforce will be a key determinant in Tasmania’s abilities to 

participate in future markets which will also influence regional economic growth and improving 

standards of living. 

Governments’ role as a facilitator of skill development and training for workers will need to continue 

to help make the industry more competitive. However more attention will need to be given to 

removing unnecessary regulation and compliance burdens for farmers and farm managers who will 

become increasingly time poor as the demands of their roles increase in complexity. 
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