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A
ustralia and the world will need increasing

amounts of food and fibre to support an increasing

world population. These needs are not likely to be

expressed as higher prices due to the distorted nature

of world trade, and due to the inability of many of those

needing these commodities to pay for the costs of 

production and the costs of storage and transport.

Globalisation and competition have become a mantra

for Governments around the world, with little discussion

about who will be winners and who will be losers.

Economic efficiency and social cohesion and stability

are not the same thing. While our farmers seek open

access to world markets, they, like their international

counterparts, view competition from overseas as unfair.

Every country plays this game hard, seeking particular

advantages. Trade restrictions will continue to hamper

our access to world markets, perhaps more so as

environmental standards and genetically modified

foods are used as new trade barriers.

Our competitors will challenge the various subsidies

we provide to agriculture, including the one where we

allow farmers to degrade the common resource.

The push to a free market system will mean

Government regulation will have to get much smarter.

The current European problems with mad cow disease

and with foot and mouth disease show how quickly

threats can spread, and how drastic Government action

might be.

In Australia few people were concerned about the

insecticide endosulfan when it impacted on aquatic

ecosystems, but when it threatened beef exports,

Governments acted.
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The Cryptosporidium incident in Sydney perhaps shows

us the starkest example. Urban voters are not going

to tolerate real or perceived risks to their water 

supplies, and are starting to

impose real pressures on

what happens in their catch-

ments. I see this pressure

continuing and it will lead to

changes in the way we do

agriculture. Urban Australia

is going to insist we stop

farming marginal lands, especially where it degrades

water supplies and destroys biodiversity. Those presently

farming these lands need to be assisted to retire off

the land; some will remain as land managers to 

manage the land not for production agriculture but for

catchment protection.

Most farmers are price takers not price setters. Most of

the farmers I deal with are committed to the land and

farming it in a sustainable way. The buying power of

supermarkets will continue downward price pressure

on the domestic market, making it harder to farm in a

sustainable manner. The dairy industry is the current

example of these competitive downward pressures 

on price. Governments have embraced competition

policy to encourage the efficient and discourage the

inefficient. We need, however, to ensure that we avoid

the situation where people go broke slowly, with 

a great deal of personal misery and substantial

environmental damage.

Under this sort of price pressure, farmers have little

choice but to cut costs, and if this means long term

damage to their own land, or damage to neighbours

downstream, then that becomes one of the costs of

doing business.

Public education and peer pressure through programs

like Landcare are unlikely to be sufficient to overcome

these pressures.

It is not realistic to subject farmers to these competitive

pressures without putting in place a much stronger

regulatory environment. Urban Australians are not

allowed to discharge their wastes to the next door

property or to the street, and find it remarkable that

this is still allowed in agriculture.

The COAG water reforms require charging for the full

economic costs of water, and this requires building in a

charge for the externalities.

The sorts of externalities we must deal with include

those involved in capturing and storing water (especially

effects on downstream flow regimes), the impacts of

water returning to the environment carrying various

contaminants and the costs of runoff water carrying

increased contaminants due to the land use

Government regulations and financial penalties will

insist that nutrients, sediment salt and agricultural

chemicals are managed at the catchment scale, and

this may well come down to regulation at the farm

itself. The additional management costs that will be

incurred must be passed on in the costs of production,

not left as an optional extra as at present.

On our productive lands farming will continue to prosper.

Prices will reflect the real costs of production and those

on suitable land will be able to afford to farm the 

land properly. Those on inappropriate land will be

encouraged to leave the land, and we need to find

better ways to help them achieve this. It must be a cost

we all help bear.
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