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1. Introduction 

1.1  Oxfam welcomes the opportunity to contribute to this inquiry on the role of 
development partnerships in agriculture and agribusiness in promoting prosperity, 
reducing poverty and enhancing stability in the Indo-Pacific region.  

 
1.2  Our submission is focused on the importance of addressing inequality in development 

partnerships. Unequal power relations are at the core of inequality and food insecurity. 
While new agriculture and agribusiness initiatives can improve the day-to-day lives of 
local communities, poor women and men are worse off when initiatives do not address 
power inequalities. Unintended impacts include increased food insecurity, 
dispossession, disadvantage for women and girls and poorer labour conditions.  

 
1.3  To achieve positive outcomes, local women and men, particularly the most vulnerable, 

must be involved in the design, implementation and monitoring of agriculture initiatives.  
 

1.4  This submission draws on Oxfam’s experience in partnering with rural communities, as 
a global fair trade retailer, and as a research and advocacy organisation addressing 
emergent global trends in food insecurity, inequality and agriculture. 

 

1.5  The submission makes recommendations on the four issues below which Oxfam 
believes are critical if agriculture and agribusiness partnerships are to promote 
prosperity, reduce  poverty and enhance stability: 

1. A pro-poor (directly targets poor people, or generally aims at reducing poverty) and 

inclusive approach; 

2. Learning from Oxfam’s experience with mega public-private partnerships (PPPs) in 
Africa; 

3. Promoting gender equity; and 

4. Ensuring fair value chains and market access. 

 

2. About Oxfam Australia 

2.1. Oxfam Australia is an independent, not-for-profit, secular international development 
agency whose vision is of a just world without poverty. We have more than 500,000 
supporters in Australia who contribute skills, time and financial support to advance our 
work. 

 

2.2. Oxfam Australia is a member of Oxfam International, a global confederation of 17 
organisations that together invest over $1,085 million a year to overcome poverty and 
injustice in more than 90 countries. 

  

2.3. Oxfam: 

 Undertakes long-term development programs; 

 Provides emergency response during disaster and conflict; 

 Conducts research, advocacy and campaigning to advance the rights of poor 
and vulnerable people, focussing on gender justice for women and girls; and  

 Promotes fair trade by supporting local producers through our ‘Fair’ food brand. 
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2.4. In 2013-2014, we responded to 20 emergencies and worked with partners in 30 
countries in Asia, the Pacific, Africa, and Indigenous Australia to improve the lives of 6 
million people. 

 

2.5. A focus on equality is core to Oxfam’s work. We recognise the needs and rights of 
women and girls and support them to claim their rights and influence and achieve 
change.   

 

2.6 Oxfam works with people, communities and organisations to change attitudes, beliefs 
and behaviours that result in women and girls disproportionately experiencing poverty.  
One of our core goals in the Oxfam Australia Strategic Plan 2014 – 2019 is that more 
women and girls are economically independent, participating in decision making, 
holding positions of leadership and living free of violence. 

 

3. A pro-poor and inclusive approach to agriculture and agribusiness 

3.1. Analysis shows that agricultural investments and markets are typically skewed away 
from the interests of the most vulnerable small-scale farmers.i Rural societies are 
diverse and incorporate three very different “rural worlds”, each with very different 
connections to markets. The poorest group is disproportionately women. This group 
rely heavily on their labour, are least likely to sell to markets and have limited, if any, 
secure access to land. However, market focused initiatives typically target the best-off 
group – comprising only 2-10% of small-scale producers. Development partnerships 
that recognise the differentiated nature of agriculture and focus on supporting the most 
vulnerable small-scale producers deliver the greatest social, economic and efficiency 
outcomes. 

                     

3.2. There can be a significant gap between policy or project intention and realities on the 
ground – as shown in the case study on p.4, ‘Learning lessons from Grow Africa and 
mega PPPs in Africa’. Upholding the principles of free, prior and informed consent 
(FPIC) is one way of bridging this gap. This means involving local communities as key 
partners in project design and implementation. Within the last two years, a significant 
number of global agriculture companies have committed to FPIC. Emerging research 
is showing the importance of appropriate transparency and accountability to realise 

commitments to FPIC on the ground.
ii
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3.3. The inherent risks associated with agriculture are often disproportionately born by 
small-scale producers. Consistent with recommendations in this submission, Oxfam 
has previously made recommendations on related issues to development agencies 
and private companies (see recommendation 3.7 and 3.8). Oxfam recommended a 
food security monitoring tool for Asian Development Bank (ADB) projects consistent 
with best practice.  This could apply more broadly to private sector partners. We have 
also made recommendations to the International Finance Corporation (IFC) and 
Australia’s four biggest banks on measures to increase transparency, accountability 
and land-related commitments to mitigate and address this risk.iii  

 

3.4. Oxfam notes the Committee’s recent discussion on support for land titling and law 
programs. Recent experience in the Pacific has shown that engagement with such 
programs is complex. One area Oxfam has identified as underserved, and Australia is 
be well-placed to assist, is support for marginalised rural women and men to actively 
engage in national land policy discussions and pro-poor services. While engagement 
on land is context specific, some examples could include support for legal aid 
initiatives in rural areas, monitoring the gendered outcomes of disputes, and assisting 
poor people to contribute submissions for land policy discussions.  

 

3.5. The Australian Government can support Australian businesses to actively uphold land, 
water and forest rights. In 2014 and 2015 DFAT partnered with Westpac and ANZ on 
financial inclusion programs. At this same time both banks were reportedly linked to 
agriculture companies involved in improper land acquisitions.iv  DFAT already has 
assessment processes for NGO partners. A human rights assessment process for new 
private sector partnerships would see DFAT play a greater role in promoting 
responsible business practices.  

 

Recommendations 

3.6. To achieve positive outcomes, local women and men need to be central in the design, 
implementation and monitoring of agriculture initiatives. The Australian Government 
must ensure development partnerships in the food and agriculture sector uphold the 
principle of free, prior and informed consent for local communities and avoid 
agriculture and agribusiness initiatives that involve the reallocation of land, water and 
forests away from local community use or control.  

 

3.7. The Australian Government to ensure all partnerships in the food and agriculture 
sector are designed and monitored for food security impacts at a household and 
individual (gender-disaggregated level). Food security impacts to be assessed against 
a set of multi-dimensional indicators, reflective of best practice.v 

 

3.8. The Committee should consider a more complete list of recommendations for a pro-
poor and gender equitable approach to agriculture partnerships. These are accessible 
via Oxfam’s recent publications on women small-scale producers as well as agriculture 
and the private sector.vi    

 

3.9. Agriculture partnerships to be transparent, accountable and have strong human rights 
commitments. Local people should be able to find out who is operating in their 
community and which groups are seeking to profit from these activities.  
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3.10. The Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade (DFAT) to develop a strong human rights 
assessment tool for screening private sector partners.  

 

3.11 The Australian Government to support pro-poor engagement in land policy discussions 
and access for marginalised communities to related services including legal aid and 
dispute resolution. 

  
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CASE STUDY 

4. Learning lessons from Grow Africa and mega PPPs in Africa 

4.1 In April 2015 the World Economic Forum and Association of South-East Asian 
Nations secretariat launched the “Grow Asia” partnership which facilitates multi- 
stakeholder collaboration to enable sustainable and inclusive agricultural 
development in South East Asia. This initiative, co-funded by the governments of 
Australia and Canada focuses on the development of smallholder farmers and 
environmental sustainability of agriculture. Significant lessons could be drawn from 
the experience of similar initiatives in Africa to inform Australia’s engagement with 
Grow Asia.  

 
4.2 An Oxfam report exploring the recent rise of “mega” scale public-private 

partnerships (PPPs) in African agriculture included GROW Africa, the counterpart to 
Grow Asia.1 Oxfam focused on three questions: Who primarily benefits from these 
initiatives? Who shoulders the burden of risk? Who holds power in decision making.  

 
4.3 Oxfam identified the benefits of mega PPPs were skewed towards the more 

privileged and powerful, while risks fell to the poorest and vulnerable – particularly 
women. In some cases, mega PPPs created monopolies or monopsonies, or 
transferred land away from local communities. The report noted that “the mega-PPP 
model represents an unproven and high-risk model to deliver poverty reduction and 
food security; with the poorest communities, rather than the project partners, 
bearing the brunt of risks”. It emphasized the need for a vision of agriculture that is 
“pro-smallholder, pro-women, and can nurture, rather than undermine local markets 
and small- and medium-sized enterprise”. Oxfam gave detailed recommendations to 
improve governance and accountability of PPPs in agriculture. 

 

Recommendations 

Based on these findings, the Australian Government and Australian private sector’s 
involvement in Grow Asia should be contingent on: 

4.4  Incorporating strong and meaningful farmer participation in decision-making in 
national-level partnerships. 

4.5  Defining “inclusive agriculture” as an approach that shares risks and rewards, and 
includes business models that allow greater value capture by farmers – such as 
farmer owned enterprises.  

4.6 Not promoting policies that are detrimental to small-scale producers, agricultural 
workers or rural communities – and where GROW Asia does engage on policy 
recommendations these should be inclusive. 
 

4.7  Upholding land rights, including through the meaningful application of FPIC. 
 
4.8  Ensuring women’s empowerment in all partnerships. 
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5. Supporting gender equity in agriculture and agribusiness 

5.1 Australian Government agencies including the Australian Centre for International 
Agricultural Research (ACIAR) and DFAT are placing a greater emphasis on 
addressing the gendered impacts of agriculture. The recent Investing in Women 
Initiative is a welcome step towards promoting gender equality through private sector 
investment. This initiative should explicitly integrate gendered approaches throughout 
the design. While inclusive economic development and empowerment is a valuable 
objective for supporting rural women and girls, it is important to recognise that some 
women may prioritise different needs. For example, enhancing household nutritional 
and food security or safeguarding access to resources may be more immediate 
priorities.  

 

5.2 Over the last three years, Oxfam has pressed global food brands to address gender 
inequity in their supply chains – particularly cocoa.vii More broadly, Oxfam has also 
supported the Gendered Enterprise & Markets Programme Toolkit – which is based on 
a holistic market analysis. DFAT has also been supporting work recently, exploring 
more gender equitable value chains. For example a recent DFAT supported workshop 
discussed several recommendations – including raising private sector awareness of 
the issue, including women in decision-making, collecting data in a gender-sensitive 
way and better monitoring gender impacts.viii  

 
5.3 Women’s position in agriculture is informed by a diverse array of life experiences: 

including education, health care, physical safety and social support. We encourage the 
committee to think broadly about how to support gender-equitable agriculture and food 
security. This involves not only reforming agricultural value chains and priorities for 
agricultural partnerships, but finding ways to support women’s empowerment and 
more equitable relationships that benefit both women and men.  

Recommendations 

5.4 The Australian Government’s development approach to maintain a strong focus on 
food security, recognising this is a highly gendered aspect of agriculture and 
household food security is often a pivotal part of women’s agricultural livelihoods. 

 
5.5 The Australian Government to ensure development partners have a strong approach 

to gender analysis, and the development and monitoring of gender equality across the 
value chain.  

 

6. Supporting fair value chains and market access 

6.1 Agriculture and food processing often use a seasonal and highly gendered workforce. 
In addition workers are exposed to dangerous machinery and chemicals and are 
relatively isolated from independent advice making it difficult for workers to resolve or 
report problems. These factors combine to create a highly vulnerable workforce. 
 

6.2 The ability of poor rural people, particularly women, to capture value in the value chain 
needs to be an essential part of evaluating the efficacy of agricultural investment. This 
is an important aspect of Oxfam’s approach to small and medium enterprise 
development. One model particularly relevant to a pro-poor and equitable approach to 
agriculture and agribusiness investments are social enterprises focusing on the poor 
as primary stakeholders (SEPPs).ix Oxfam has recently undertaken research into 
SEPPs and found them to be powerful vehicles for wealth creation and distribution 
among the poor. Gandang Kilkasan in the Philippines has shown how the SEPPs 
approach provides a “living wage” through the fair sharing of profits. By straddling the 
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for-profit and non-profit, and market and non-market spheres of the economy SEPPs 
act as a hybrid agent of change. They provide a valuable combination of market and 
non-market services to the people that they serve. SEPPS, however, need to be 
supported differently from micro, small and medium-sized enterprises. By responding 
to challenges in both state and market institutions to meet the needs of the poor, they 
strive for changes to both to be more responsive, ethical and fair.  
 

6.3 In response to the discussion on re-tying food aid in the committee’s recent report 
Partnering for the greater good, Oxfam reiterates the importance of Australia’s 
decision to untie food aid almost a decade ago. Untied food aid has proven to be more 
cost efficient and effective in reaching those that need it. Tied aid typically runs 
counter-cyclical to commodity market prices. This leads to the paradox of food aid 
being most plentiful when it is least needed – when prices are low and scarce at times 
of high prices as producers sell to commercial markets. Reintroducing tied food aid 
would also contradict Australia’s long held position on the issue at the World Trade 
Organization.x 

Recommendations 

6.4 Upholding fair labour rights need to be an essential part of any agriculture and 
agribusiness partnership. This includes payment of a living wage, scrutiny through 
independent and transparent monitoring, and reference to the four fundamental 
principles of labour rights outlined by the International Labour Organization in its 
Declaration on Fundamental Principles and Rights at Workxi.  

 
6.5 The ability of poor rural people, particularly women, to capture value in the value chain 

needs to be an essential part of evaluating the efficacy of agricultural investment to 
address inequality. The SEPP model of social enterprise, as well as support for small 
and medium enterprise, should be considered.  

 
6.6 Facilitating the removal of barriers, timely quarantine reviews, approvals and technical 

assistance for producers, including from the Pacific, to access Australian markets, 
would greatly facilitate small and medium enterprise in the Pacific.  

 
6.7 Food aid remain untied. 
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