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The White Paper on Agricultural Competitiveness - International Aspects  

A Submission from the Crawford Fund 

 
We are no longer a colony in an economic sense and we are no longer an island in a research sense. Our 

agricultural researchers, and the specialised fields they are in, have long been part of domestic and 
international networks.  

We cannot stop the world and get off, nor can we be research isolationists carrying out all the essential 
research on our own. The world storehouse of human research capital is too big to ignore. 

The Hon. Tim Fischer and the Hon. John Kerin in Preface of Doing Well by Doing Good 

This submission is based on the premise that a competitive and profitable Australian agricultural industry 
can ‘do well’ by ‘doing good’ by making a substantial contribution to global food security through aid and 
trade. It has been prepared in consultation with the Crawford Fund’s Australia-wide network of State and 
Territory Committees and partners (See Attachment 1 for membership). Our primary focus is on the benefits 
to Australia from international agricultural research, and the lessons Australia might learn from international 
comparisons on key matters raised in the Issues Paper.  We address, in particular, Issues 1, and 2, and 
aspects of Issues 3, 4, and 6 and make additional comments on the export of agricultural science services 
and importance of community understanding and support for policy change.  

We suggest that the White Paper consider the following contentions and ideas: 

● Investment in the RDC’s and agricultural CRC’s should be sustained, with an ever sharper emphasis on 
international cooperation. 

● Higher priority should be accorded to investment in international agricultural research within the 
Australian aid program. 

● Australia’s more active participation in international agricultural research should be guided, as 
recommended in the Fund’s report Doing Well by Doing Good, by the National Primary Industries 
Research, Development and Extension Framework. 

● Pathways to encourage private sector participation in international agricultural research and for the 
public sector to learn from the demand led research approach of the sector should be explored. 

● The scope for policy and regulatory changes and a dedicated promotional effort to promote the export 
of agricultural science services. 

● The Crawford Fund’s public awareness and policy options work should be noted in the White Paper in 
the context of ensuring community understanding and support for policy change. 

Issues 1 and 2: Research, Development and Extension: Impact on Productivity 

Growth 
Food security in Australia and globally (Issue 1) depends inter alia on productivity growth; improvement in 
market returns at the farm gate (Issue 2) is similarly dependent. 

The Issues Paper, distributed as part of the White Paper process, identifies the importance of research, 
development and extension to productivity growth: 

Productivity growth in the agricultural sector has been strong relative to other parts of the economy, 
but in the last 15 years or so there is evidence of slowing productivity growth. This slowing was 
influenced primarily by drought, but also was due to declining investment in research and 
development. It is important to consider how to boost productivity growth, including through 
research, development and extension (leading to adoption) to enable farmers to adapt to changing 
market, climate and other conditions. 
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The Issues Paper also cites high returns from investment in agricultural research. It notes that ‘total 
investment in rural research and development from all sources in 2008-2009 was estimated at around $1.5 
billion of which $490 million, or roughly one third, was through the rural research and development 
corporations.  An evaluation of 59 RDCV programs, representing $676 million in R&D investment between 
2001 and 2009 found that for every dollar invested, $10.51 is returned after 25 years.’   

These returns are much more than theoretical calculations by economists, important as such measurements 
are.  Some observers, however, have been critical of such high claims and point to the difference between 
potential returns and actual gains on farms.   

Investment in the RDC’s and agricultural CRC’s should be sustained with an ever sharper emphasis on 
international cooperation. 

Benefits from International Agricultural Research 

High returns to Australia are also evident from investment in international agricultural research. As cited in 
the Crawford Fund’s review, Doing Well by Doing Good, potential benefits to Australia from 48 independent 
assessments of ACIAR bilateral projects, covering around ten per cent of total investments, amounted to 
between $2.0 billion and $2.5 billion.  To account for concerns that the benefits are exaggerated, the 
Crawford Fund review restricted itself to impact assessments that were deemed convincing; assessments 
that were rated only as conceivable or plausible were not included.  In addition, ACIAR now schedules 
reviews 5 and 10 years after completion of its research projects to determine levels of take-up of technology 
and practice outcomes emerging from the projects. 

Returns to developing country farmers, the principal beneficiaries for which the funds were appropriated by 
Parliament, were much higher than those estimated for Australia. In some cases, resulting increases in food 
production in some developing countries have placed downward pressure on prices achieved for Australian 
produce. But  returns to Australia from such international investments represent a substantial fraction of 
returns from investment in the rural research and development corporations and had Australia not been an 
active participant in the international agricultural research system our disadvantage would have been 
greater: we cannot be a research island nor do all the research ourselves.   

To illustrate the practical application of international agricultural research throughout Australia, the 
Crawford Fund is producing a series of short pamphlets on how international agricultural research works for 
Australia’s States and Territories.  The first in the series was released during a consultation in Queensland 
attended by the Hon. Senator Brett Mason in February 2014.   

It cites the following examples: 

● Better livestock feed – Leucaena leucocephala is an important source of feed for Queensland cattle.  The 
leucaena psyllid is a major problem in northern Australia and around the tropical world, including in 
developing countries in our region.  International research, including by researchers at the University of 
Queensland, led to the discovery of psyllid resistance in species in the Leucaena genus, which was used 
to breed resistant cultivars. New psyllid resistant cultivars are about to be released in Queensland. 
Research has also greatly improved understanding of the problem of leucaena toxicity in ruminants 
consuming high levels of this plant in their diet. In Indonesia and Australia sophisticated studies at the 
molecular level have generated important knowledge for the management of the toxicity in Australia 
cattle herds. 

● Banana disease control and new varieties – Black Sigatoka screening trials were conducted in south 
Pacific countries to determine suitably resistant varieties for the Cape York Banana Replacement 
Program, a buffer against the disease progressing from PNG and the Torres Strait to the north 
Queensland industry. The work, undertaken in partnership with DAFF Queensland, also assisted with the 
successful Tully black Sigatoka eradication program. 
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● Biological control of Chromolaena odorata and Mikania micrantha, two, class one, weeds in Queensland.   
Research involving DAFF Queensland conducted in Indonesia and Timor Leste identified the gallfly as a 
highly effective biocontrol agent for Chromolaena odorata in South East Asia. The gallfly has been 
introduced into quarantine in Australia for further research. Mikania rust, which has been thoroughly 
tested prior to being released in China, Taiwan, PNG, Fiji and Vanuatu, is now being considered for 
importation into Queensland. 
 

The pamphlet, which is available on the Crawford Fund website, also describes benefits to Queensland 
through: the release of elite germplasm with high levels of drought resistance and very early maturity 
developed at ICRISAT; the introduction of elite maize germplasm, from research in Africa by CIMMYT; and 
new silvicultural practices in hardwood timber plantations based on work in Vietnam with DAFF Queensland 
and a leading Queensland plantation grower.  

A second consultation was held in Sydney on 18 March.  It cited examples of how farmers in NSW are 
benefitting from involvement in ACIAR funded projects and Crawford Fund training in biosecurity and exotic 
disease readiness: 

● The citrus industry in Australia now has a better awareness and readiness for devastating diseases such 
as citrus greening which is present in countries such as Indonesia; the Crawford Fund conducted a 
Master Class on citrus greening in Indonesia for scientists from Asia and Australia. 

● NSW Department of Primary Industry (DPI) and the University of Sydney have worked on ACIAR projects 
related to anthrax, brucellosis and rabies; the Fund has assisted in training on safe anthrax diagnostic 
techniques. 

● A feed balance analyser model, part of a project with China, is used to give students at Charles Sturt 
University a more realistic understanding of livestock management on grassland that will be adapted for 
commercial livestock producers. 

● Through a project run by the NSW DPI, horticultural producers in Australia and Cambodia are benefitting 
from a new field guide for tomato, capsicum, chilli and eggplant. 

● Plant and animal biosecurity is an area of significant overlap between the needs of developing countries, 
Australia expertise – including at regulatory and industry levels, and the interests of Australia’s 
agricultural industries as well as our environment. Enhanced biosecurity capacity amongst our neighbours 
and trading partners is unquestionably good for them and for us. 

Whilst many of the benefits described above apply throughout Australia, further documentation and 
consultations on benefits to the other States and territories are planned. 

Aligning Priorities in International Agricultural Research  

As the Issues Paper points out ‘other factors may also influence the competitiveness of overseas suppliers’ 
and ‘understanding them may help improve the competitiveness of Australian exports.’ This is an argument 
for active Australian participation, at the workface, of international agricultural R&D.  Why is it, for example, 
that cocoa and oil palm produce from our neighbours appears to sustain food-processing industries in 
Singapore and Belgium but has little impact in Australia, even though Australia has supported primary 
producers of these commodities in Indonesia and Papua New Guinea?  The Australian poultry industry 
through the work of the Poultry CRC, which is firmly linked into international networks, including the largest 
global poultry breeding and pharmaceutical companies, might have a role to play in enhancing the R&D 
capability and boosting productivity and competitiveness of the Australian poultry industry. 

It is our contention that the benefits of an even more active participation in international agricultural 
research through aid and trade should be considered as a crucial policy and practice option in the 
preparation of the White Paper.   

Higher priority should be accorded to investment in international agricultural research within the 
Australian aid program.  
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Given that this implies reductions in other sectors of the aid program, the effectiveness of assistance 
through agricultural research and training, which we claim is high  compared to other forms of aid, might 
be tested in the Government’s plan to benchmark Australian aid programs against each other.  

Issue 3: Enhancing access to finance   -how can foreign investment best contribute 

to the financing and productivity growth of Australian agriculture 
The Crawford Fund has generated a substantial knowledge base that includes knowledge about best practice 
options in attracting foreign investment to aid the financing and productivity growth of agriculture.  Australia 
is not alone in seeking, in the words of the Issues Paper, to ‘strike a balance between attracting foreign 
investment [to] support our economy and reassuring the community that sensitive foreign investments are 
assessed against a set of checks and balances.’  International experience about policy settings in striking this 
balance is extensive and is the subject of very practical research by such agencies as the International Food 
Policy Research Institute (IFPRI).  The experience of other countries may be crucial in providing assurance to 
the Australian community. This topic was the central issue addressed by the Crawford Fund 2012 Conference 
entitled - The Scramble for Natural Resources: More Food, Less Land? 

The Private Sector and Demand –Led Research 

Ultimately it is the private sector that must deliver inputs to farmers, whether they are in Australia or the 
developing world.  The actions of the for-profit sector are naturally shaped by commercial 
realities.  Australia, by itself, is a small market for the seeds and other technologies from multinational agro-
chemical companies.  Australia and much of the developing world has to be content with spill over benefits, 
and adaptation, of research conducted by these large firms.   

One approach that could be explored in the White Paper is to see whether the multinationals might be 
encouraged, through innovative policy incentives, to undertake more research in Australia for Australian 
farmers that might yield outcomes suitable for a broader international market.   

In addition the public sector may have much to learn from approaches of the private sector to priority 
setting.  For its part, the Crawford Fund plans to explore how the demand-led research focus of the private 
sector might be mirrored, balanced or supplemented by the public sector’s focus on public good research 
and how the differing approaches might be brought together by loose or tight public/private partnerships.  It 
has a proposal on demand-led research under consideration that will be conducted in partnership with the 
Syngenta Foundation for Sustainable Development, ACIAR and the University of Queensland. This research 
will also address the critical issue of uptake of research outcomes by farmers. 

Issue 4: Increasing the Competitiveness of Australian agriculture and its 

relationship to food and fibre processing and related value chains: which 

examples of overseas approaches to improving agricultural competitiveness have 

relevance for Australia? 
Approaches taken by other countries in ensuring competitiveness in food and fibre processing and related 
value chains could also inform the White Paper.  The Issues Paper references a number of international 
comparisons, which appear to be drawn from the media and internal Australian studies.  Again, much more 
could be learnt from more comprehensive material, some of it accessible through the literature, but much of 
it available through more intimate participation with knowledgeable international sources and frank face to 
face discussions with policy makers.  International experience with supermarket chains was, for example, a 
key focus of the Crawford Fund’s 2011 Conference on The Supermarket Revolution in Food – Good, Bad or 
Ugly for the world’s farmers, consumers and retailers? 
 
● Comparisons with international productivity growth in agriculture.  The Issues Paper cites a contributed 

paper to the 57th AARES Conference held in Sydney in February 2013.  More comprehensive material may 
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be accessible through the literature and exchanges with knowledgeable international sources and face 
to face discussions.   

Efforts such as these should be considered in the White Paper 

Issue 6: Improving the competitiveness of inputs to the supply chain1 
The Issues Paper notes that farmers face competition for land from mining, urban development and lifestyle 
uses.’ And that ‘global food production and the scope to raise supply is being affected by urban expansion, 
competition for land from other sectors (such as mining), depletion of groundwater reserves and the 
frequency and intensity of adverse weather events.’  Global snapshots of the state of the art in competition 
for resources are available from the proceeds of two Crawford Fund Conferences: The Scramble for Natural 
Resources (More Food Less Land?) in 2012 and Bread from Stones: Mining and Agriculture in 2013. The 2008 
Crawford Fund Parliamentary Conference, in addressing global experience on the impact of adverse weather 
events under the heading, Agriculture in a Changing Climate was described by the Hon. Neil Andrew as 
‘authoritative, absorbing, provocative and sometimes disturbing.’ 

As the Issues Paper points out, Australian soils are a constraint to profitability of Australian agriculture, a 
subject that receives prominent treatment in the Issues Paper.  There are doubtless many opportunities to 
improve efficiency of fertiliser usage, which will be critically important to the development of northern 
Australia; and on this topic Australian farmers can tap the extensive research on tropical soils undertaken by 
international agricultural research centres such as the Centre for Research on Tropical Agriculture (CIAT) and 
the International Fertiliser Development Centre (IFDC). 
 
As irrigated agriculture develops in Northern Australia, farmers will benefit from knowledge about how to 
get ‘more crop per drop’ in the tropics, based on work by the International Water Management Institute in 
Sri Lanka. . 

It is arguable, that Australia’s international agricultural research programs, including those promoted 
through the CRCs and through ACIAR, should be more aligned with the goal of increasing Australian 
competitiveness.  This in turn suggests that Australia’s more active participation in international 
agricultural research should be guided, as suggested in the Fund’s report Doing Well by Doing Good, by 
the National Primary Industries Research, Development and Extension Framework.  

Exports of Agricultural Science Services 
The Issues Paper also points to the opportunities that exist for exporting Australian agricultural technology, 
marketing skills, and technical expertise to improve global food security.   It states that ‘Australia can also 
help global food security [by] exporting our technology and know-how’. This is a proposition that sits at the 
heart of the doing well by doing good proposition. The Issues Paper points out that: 

Through research, development and training, Australia already contributes to the diets of around 
400 million people per year. 

Much of this contribution currently takes place through the Australian aid program.  However, as the 
emerging economies grow and strengthen, Australia has an opportunity to significantly expand its export of 
agricultural science services, much as we grew the export of educational services into a multi-billion dollar 
industry.  The success of that industry depended on finely tuned government policy, sharp change in the 
regulatory environment for the education sector, and a ‘Team Australia’ promotional effort by AusTrade, the 
universities and IDP Education Australia.  A similar multifaceted effort might commend itself for 
consideration on an appropriate supportive Australian Government policy platform. This platform might 
include both incentives and the removal of any inhibiting regulations.  A lowering of the threshold for Export 

                                                           
1
 Our submission  under this heading is also addressed under Issues paper Items 1 and 2. 
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Market Development Grants, recently agreed by the Government, is one example of change that could bring 
new players and smaller enterprises into the export business. 

The agricultural CRC's might be a vehicle that could provide products and services for technology exports 

around which an initial effort could be built in the agricultural science space.  Whether this effort might take 

the form of the road shows used in the case of educational services, or of business missions to prospective 

markets (such as the one to China just completed) or whether a completely different approach might be 

used is a matter for consideration.  A requirement that they be more actively engaged with international 

investors and with Australian start-up companies might be considered as a criterion in the selection 

processes for future CRC’s. 

Other Australian initiatives such as the Birchip Cropping Group in Victoria, and the APSIM cropping systems 

model developed by the CSIRO and the Queensland DPI could well have application in the developing world 

that might lead to exports in services.  The Fund has supported travel by an expert from Birchip to explore 

the application of the Birchip model in Africa. 

The White Paper should explore the scope for policy and regulatory changes that provide incentives for 
players in the sector and a ‘Team Australia’ promotional effort for the export of agricultural science 
services. 

Sustaining Community Support for Policy Change 
The introduction of bold, or sometimes even modest, change in policy and regulation can be difficult.  The 

broad consultative approach being adopted by the Government through the Issues Paper and in the 

preparation of the White Paper will clearly help to engage the Australian community in the process of 

change and hopefully sustain support and understanding of any proposed policy and regulatory change it 

recommends. 

The Crawford Fund has for nearly 25 years held an annual Parliamentary Conference on international 

agricultural research looking specifically at many of the questions identified in the Issues Paper.  A list of 

conference topics over the last ten years is attached (attachment 2).  Our particular concern has been to 

enhance public awareness of the issues around a theme of ‘doing well by doing good’ in the context of the 

costs and benefits of investment in international agricultural research.  Our focus has been on achieving 

bipartisan, scientific and rural community understanding.  We are pleased that the drafters of the White 

Paper have agreed to make a presentation on its international dimensions at our Parliamentary Conference, 

scheduled for late August 2014. 
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Attachment 2 

Ten years of Crawford Fund Conferences 
 

2013 - MINING, AGRICULTURE & DEVELOPMENT: Bread from Stones? 

2012 - The Scramble for Natural Resources: More Food, Less Land? 

2011 - Supermarket Revolution in Food: Good, Bad or Ugly? 

2010 - Biodiversity and World Food Security: Nourishing the Planet and its People 

2009 - World Food Security: Can Private Sector R&D feed the Poor?? 

2008 - Agriculture in a Changing Climate 

2007 - Biofuels, Energy and Agriculture 

2006 - Water for Irrigated Agriculture and the Environment 

2005 - Forests, Woods and Livelihoods 

2004 - Fish, Aquaculture and Food Security 

2003 - Livestock Revolution 

 

 


